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UNMASKING POWER AND
CORRUPTION: A DEEP DIVE INTO
A MAN OF THE PEOPLE BY
CHINUA ACHEBE

In the pantheon of African literature, few
novels  strike  with  the  same  blend  of
political  ferocity,  comedic  timing,  and
tragic  foresight  as  A  Man  Of  The
People By Chinua Achebe.  Published

in 1966, this novel arrived on the literary
scene at a pivotal moment, just as many
African nations were struggling to define
their  post-colonial  identities.  While
Achebe is globally celebrated for Things
Fall Apart, his later work, A Man Of The
People,  offers  a  laser-focused,  satirical
critique  of  the  political  decay  that
plagued  newly  independent  African
states .  Th is  a r t i c le  prov ides  a
comprehensive  analysis  of  the  novel,
exploring  its  plot,  characters,  central
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themes,  and its  haunting relevance to
modern politics worldwide.

THE CONTEXT BEHIND THE
NOVEL

To  fully  appreciate  A  Man  Of  The
People By Chinua Achebe, one must
understand the historical context of its
creation. By the mid-1960s, the euphoria
of  independence  in  many  African
c o u n t r i e s  h a d  g i v e n  w a y  t o
disillusionment. The promise of freedom
was  often  replaced  by  the  reality  of
corruption,  military  coups,  and  a  new
class  of  elite  politicians  who  exploited
the systems they were meant to serve.
Achebe,  a  keen  observer  of  Nigerian
society,  channeled  his  frustration  into
this novel.  It  is a work of political fiction
that uses humor and irony to dissect the

mechanics  of  power.  Remarkably,  the
novel predicted the first Nigerian military
coup  of  January  1966,  which  occurred
just  months  after  its  publication,
cementing its reputation as a prescient
political text.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A CLASH OF
IDEALS AND REALITY

The story of A Man Of The People By
Chinua  Achebe  is  narrated  by  Odili
Samalu, a young, educated, and initially
idealistic teacher. He returns to his home
village  after  a  stint  abroad,  only  to  find
the political landscape dominated by the
charismatic and deeply corrupt Chief the
Honourable M. A. Nanga, the "Man of the
People" of the title.
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The Rise of Chief
Nanga
Chief Nanga is a master populist. He is
not an intellectual; he is a man of the
people  because  he  speaks  their
language,  flatters  their  egos,  and
dispenses  patronage.  He  is  deeply
corrupt, accepting bribes and using his
position  for  personal  gain,  but  he
remains immensely popular because he
knows  how  to  "share"  his  ill-gotten
wealth  with  his  constituency  in  small,
visible  ways.  Odili  initially  admires
Nanga, viewing him as a successful man
who has risen from humble beginnings.

The Betrayal and
the Turning Point
The narrative takes a sharp turn when
Chief Nanga, while hosting Odili  in the
capital,  seduces  Odili's  girlfriend.  This
personal  betrayal  shatters Odili's  naive
admiration  and  sparks  a  desire  for
revenge. Odili  decides to enter politics
himself,  running  against  Nanga  in  the
upcoming  election.  However,  Odili's
motivation is  not purely altruistic;  it  is
contaminated by personal vendetta and
pride.
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The Fall of
Idealism
As  Odili  campaigns,  he  finds  himself
caught in the same web of corruption he
sought  to  expose.  He  accepts  funding
from  shady  businessmen  and  makes
empty promises. The climax of A Man
Of The People By Chinua Achebe is
chaotic  and  violent.  The  election  is
rigged,  leading  to  widespread  unrest.
The novel concludes with a military coup
that sweeps away both Nanga and Odili,
suggesting  that  the  entire  political
system was so rotten that only external
force could dismantle it.

KEY CHARACTERS AND THEIR
SYMBOLISM

Achebe  populates  his  novel  with
characters that are not just individuals
but  representatives  of  broader  social
forces.

Chief M. A.
Nanga: The
Populist
Demagogue
Chief Nanga is arguably one of the most
well-drawn political villains in literature.
He  is  not  a  monster;  he  is  charming,
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generous  to  h is  fo l lowers ,  and
disarmingly funny.  His  corruption is  so
seamless and culturally embedded that
he does not even see it  as wrong. He
embodies  the  tragedy  of  post-colonial
leadership: a man with the intelligence
and charisma to lead, but with a moral
compass  entirely  oriented  toward  self-
interest. He is the ultimate Man Of The
People—loved by the masses even as
he robs them blind.

Odili Samalu:
The Flawed

Narrator
Odili  is the lens through which we see
the story.  He is  educated and initially
critical of Nanga, but he is also arrogant,
hypocritical,  and  easily  corrupted.
Achebe  uses  Odili  to  show  that  the
intellectuals  of  the  time  were  not
innocent  bystanders.  They  were  often
just as ambitious and morally flexible as
the  politicians  they  criticized.  Odili's
journey in A Man Of The People By
Chinua Achebe  is  a  painful  lesson in
self-awareness.

Elsie and Edna:
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Women in a
Political World
The female characters in the novel, while
not the central focus, play crucial roles.
Elsie represents the allure of the city and
the transactional nature of relationships
in  the  political  sphere.  Edna,  Odili's
eventual  love  interest,  represents  a
more traditional,  rural  innocence. Their
treatment in the narrative highlights the
patriarchal underpinnings of the society
Achebe is critiquing.

MAJOR THEMES IN A MAN OF THE
PEOPLE BY CHINUA ACHEBE

The  novel  is  rich  with  themes  that
resonate far beyond its Nigerian setting.

The Corruption of
Power
This is the central theme. Achebe does
not simply show corruption as a moral
failing; he demonstrates how it becomes
a system. The "hen-coop" metaphor in
the novel is famous: the politicians are
like hungry hens pecking at the nation's
resources,  and  the  people  are  too
distracted by crumbs to notice the whole
structure is collapsing. The novel argues
that corruption is not an accident but a
feature of a system designed to serve
the elite.
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Post-Colonial
Disillusionment
A  Man  Of  The  People  By  Chinua
Achebe  is  a  direct  response  to  the
failure of the post-colonial  project.  The
"golden age" of independence has given
way to what is effectively a new form of
tyranny. The British may have left, but
the structures of exploitation remained,
now  run  by  the  local  elite.  Achebe's
satire is bitter because he had believed
in the promise of independence.

The Role of the

Intellectual
The novel questions the role of educated
elites  like  Odili.  Are  they  part  of  the
solution or part of the problem? Odili's
failure  to  remain  morally  upright
suggests that intellectual pedigree alone
i s  n o t  e n o u g h  t o  c r e a t e  g o o d
governance.  Achebe  implies  that  a
deeper moral and cultural re-evaluation
is needed.

Language,
Populism, and
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Manipulation
Chief Nanga is a master of rhetoric. He
uses pidgin English and local proverbs to
connect  with  the  uneducated  masses,
while mocking the "bookish" language of
men like Odili. The novel explores how
language can be a tool  of  power.  The
"Man  of  the  People"  knows  that  it  is
often  more  effective  to  be  loved  and
understood  than  to  be  right.

LITERARY STYLE AND SATIRICAL
GENIUS

Achebe's writing style in this novel is a
departure from the tragic tone of Things
Fall  Apart.  Here,  he  employs  a  sharp,
biting  satire  reminiscent  of  Jonathan
Swift  or  Voltaire.

Irony: The novel is dripping with
irony. Chief Nanga, who is the
most selfish character, is
celebrated as a "Man of the
People." The title itself is deeply
ironic.
Humor: The book is genuinely
funny. Nanga's antics, his absurd
justifications for his corruption,
and the chaotic political rallies
provide moments of high comedy.
Realism: Despite the satire, the
setting is grounded in gritty
realism. Achebe describes the
village, the city, the hotels, and
the political offices with precise
detail, making the fiction feel like
documentary.
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WHY A MAN OF THE PEOPLE IS
STILL RELEVANT TODAY

Reading  A  Man  Of  The  People  By
Chinua Achebe in the 21st century is a
jarring  experience.  The  polit ical
dynamics Achebe described in 1966 are
visible  everywhere  today,  not  just  in
Africa, but globally.

The Rise of the
Populist Politician
Chief  Nanga  is  the  archetype  of  the
modern  populist.  He  thrives  on  anti-
intellectualism, uses simple slogans, and
builds a personal connection with voters
while enriching himself. We see echoes
of  Nanga  in  political  figures  around  the

world  who  use  charisma  and  cultural
familiarity  to  shield  themselves  from
accountability.

The Cycle of
Corruption and
Coup
The novel ends with a military coup. This
reflects  a  tragic  cycle  in  many  nations:
corrupt  civilian  rule  leads  to  military
intervention,  which often becomes just
as corrupt. Achebe's novel serves as a
cautionary  tale  about  the  fragility  of
democratic  institutions  when  they  are
not built on a foundation of integrity.
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The Failure of
Education and
Idealism
Odili's failure is a warning to the modern
educated class. Having a degree is not a
substitute for having a conscience. The
novel challenges readers to ask whether
we are genuinely trying to change the
system or simply trying to get a better
seat at the table.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
LEGACY

Upon its release, A Man Of The People
By Chinua Achebe was praised for its

boldness  and wit.  Critics  noted that  it
was  a  brave  book,  as  it  criticized  the
very political class that held power. The
novel's prediction of a military coup gave
it an almost prophetic aura. It has since
become  a  staple  of  post-colonial
literature courses and is often cited as
one of  the best  political  novels  of  the
20th century.
It is important to note that some early
critics from the West accused Achebe of
being too cynical or of painting a one-
sided  picture.  However,  Achebe's
response was that he was writing from
the  inside,  showing  the  reality  of  a
system  he  lived  through.  The  novel
stands as a testament to his belief that
the  wr i te r  has  a  duty  to  be  the
"conscience of society."
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ACHEBE’S BROADER VISION

While  A  Man  Of  The  People  is  a
standalone  masterpiece,  it  is  part  of
Achebe's  broader  literary  project.  He
often said that the primary duty of the
African writer was to "teach his readers
that their past was not one long night of
savagery."  In  Things  Fall  Apart,  he
showed  the  dignity  of  pre-colonial
society. In No Longer at Ease, he showed
the confusion of the colonial transition.
In this novel, he shows the rotten fruit of
independence.  Together,  these  works
form a cohesive critique of the African
condition, but the anger in A Man Of
The People  feels the most immediate
and urgent.

CONCLUSION: A WARNING THAT
STILL RINGS LOUD

A  Man  Of  The  People  By  Chinua
Achebe  is  more than a  novel;  it  is  a
political  diagnosis.  It  lays  bare  the
anatomy of a failing state with precision,
humor,  and  devastating  honesty.  The
characters are unforgettable, the plot is
gripping, and the message is timeless.
Achebe  does  not  offer  a  simple  solution
to  the  problems  of  corruption  and
populism. Instead, he forces the reader
to look in the mirror.
The novel asks us: Who is the real "Man
of the People"? Is it  the politician who
gives them bread and circuses, or is it
the citizen who holds them accountable?
In a world still  grappling with the very
issues Achebe dissected sixty years ago,



12

12 A Man Of The People By Chinua Achebe 2024-04-29

this  novel  remains  an  essential ,
sobering, and vital  read. It  reminds us
that the fight for integrity in public life is
never over, and that the greatest danger

to a democracy is often not the enemy
outside,  but  the  corrupt  leader  within,
who is smiling and calling himself a man
of the people.


