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Variations in the Representations of the Igbo Belief in Chi in Chigozie
Obioma’s An Orchestra of Minorities
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Abstract
The representation of Igbo beliefs in literature often aligns with established
sociological interpretations, yet contemporary writers frequently reimagine these
beliefs, introducing variations that diverge from traditional depictions. Chigozie
Obioma’s An Orchestra of Minorities exemplifies such reinterpretations, offering
innovative portrayals of the Igbo belief in chi. The study adopts a close reading of
the novel, a sociological approach and postcolonial cultural theory in its analysis
of the variations of Igbo beliefs in the novel. In Chigozie Obioma’s An Orchestra of
Minorities, the chi assumes an active role as it is the narrator that speaks to the
readers and it also takes part in the reincarnation process by retrieving an
ancestral spirit from the land of the dead before conception, a significant
departure from established beliefs. These reimaginings challenge rigid
conceptual boundaries, fostering creativity, enhancing the relatability of
indigenous spirituality, and offering an Afrocentric perspective on metaphysical
structures. In conclusion, such reimaginings contribute to a more distinct and
dynamic understanding of Igbo cosmology within contemporary literature.

Keywords: Variations, hybridity, indigenous Igbo spirituality, reimaginings

Introduction
There is an unconscious

understanding of what people from a
particular geographical location
know something to be and that is
where Ferdinand De Saussure’s
concept of “signifier and the
signified” comes in, as people
consciously and unconsciously know

that “book” is a signifier of an actual
book which is the signified. But,
when someone uses the sign
“booktred” to signify an actual book,
therein lies the variation because it is
different from what a people know a
book to be. Variation refers to a
change, difference, or deviation from
a norm or standard, often
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emphasizing the process or degree of
difference. Variations have been
studied for a long time in literature;
that is why in 1969, Geoffrey Leach
discovered nine types of variations
in his study of literary work. In world
literature, variations in literary
representations have been observed
and that brought about the concept
of variation theory, developed by Cao
Shunqing. It explores how literary
texts undergo transformations when
translated into different languages.

The alterations and
deviations that give rise to variation
may be regarded as intentional, as
literary writers are entitled to
exercise poetic license. At the
beginning of An Orchestra of
Minorities, Obioma outlines the Igbo
cosmological system as articulated
by Achebe and other authoritative
figures; however, he consciously
departs from these established
representations, a choice facilitated
by the creative liberties afforded by
poetic license.
Literature Review

Stuart Hall opines that
representation means using
language to say something
meaningfully or to represent the
world meaningfully to other people
(1).He further states that language
expresses what the writer wants to
say (2). This underscores the fact
that language can be used to express
the intention, and imaginations of
the writer. Language is magical as it
can create something new from the
old. An example is afrofuturism and
Africanfuturism where history is
represented differently.

Belief refers to the conviction
or acceptance that a concept or

phenomenon is true or exists, often
without the need for empirical
evidence. Beliefs can be religious,
philosophical, or cultural in nature
and they represent the principles or
ideas that individuals or
communities hold firmly, even in the
absence of verifiable proof. Igbo
beliefs are those beliefs peculiar to
Igbo people. Some of their beliefs
include beliefs in reincarnation, Ala
the earth goddess, ogbanje,
ancestor worship and chi. This
discourse focuses on the belief in chi.

The chi in Igbo cosmology is
an individual's personal god. That
means that the chi in Igbo cosmology
is distinct to each individual.
However, Achebe claims that chi has
two meanings in Igbo cosmology as
he states:

There are two
clearly distinct meanings
of the word chi in Igbo
cosmology, First is often
translated as God,
guardian angel, personal
spirit, soul etc. while the
second meaning is day
but it is mostly
commonly used for those
transitional period
between day and night or
night and day(131).

This assertion means that chi in Igbo
cosmology means two different
things. The major emphasis in this
discourse will be that of chi as a
guardian spirit.

Achebe also asserts that a chi
in a more general way may visualize
a person's other identity in the spirit
land, his spirit being complementing
his terrestrial human being: for
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nothing can stand alone, there must
always be another thing standing
beside it” (131). He went further to
state that “a person's chi resides
within the sun or at least passes
through it to visit the world” (135).
His assertion means that a person’s
chi (everybody has a chi in Igbo
cosmology) is a person's
representative in the spiritual world
and that the chi comes through the
sun to earth. The high regard that the
Igbo people have for the chi reflect in
the kind of names they give their
children like “Munachimso” meaning
“my chi is with me on the journey,”
“Chiamaka” meaning “my chi is good”,
and “Chidimma” which means “chi is
good”. The meaning of “Chinonso” is
“my chi is very close” and it is
ironic that the chi represented in
Obioma’s An Orchestra of Minorities
remains ever close yet, life remains
unjust to the very individual whose
chi is near. The portrayals of the chi
will be analyzed to highlight points
of divergence and variations in its
representations.

Achebe expands on
this idea with a proverb that states
“no matter how many divinities sit
together to plot a man's ruin, it will
come to nothing unless his chi is
there among them. Clearly, a man's
chi has unprecedented veto powers
over a man's destiny” (135). The
Igbo proverb (no matter how many
divinities sit together to plot a man's
ruin, it will come to nothing unless
his chi is there among them. Clearly,
a man's chi has unprecedented veto
powers over a man's destiny)
reiterated by Achebe alludes to the
chi as possessing distinct powers,
suggesting that the chi in its spiritual

significance, holds the ability to
influence and shape individual
destinies. Moreso, the following
names show that the chi in Igbo
cosmology has powers,
chikadibiaagwondioria” which
means that “chi heals better than
native doctors”, then “Chisom” which
means “chi is beside me”. It is when a
powerful person stands with another
that the latter finds a sense of peace,
able to confidently declare,
“Someone is beside me.” The name
reflects the trust placed in the chi’s
strength and the believe that his
presence offers protection and
security.

However, it is believed that
someone can have a bad “chi’ as
Achebe asserts “A man of good
character can have a bad chi” (137).
In this context, being bad is in
regards to failure and success as
Achebe clarifies thus “It is concerned
with success or failures than
righteousness and wickedness”
(137). Bartholomew Abanuka posits
that,

Chi stands for the
principle of identity and
by this performs a
metaphysical but more
precisely ontological
function, Second, chi
stands for the principle of
uniqueness and by this it
becomes “the ground of
epistemology” Third, chi
in subsidiary principle in
the sense of being a
subordinating or casual
principle (9).

This connotes that the chi makes
people who they are and it makes
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each person distinct and unique
which helps one to recognize and
know oneself and others, shapes and
affect other principles. “Chi is the
spirit force behind individuals”
(Christian O. Ole, 75). He also asserts
that the chi is responsible for a
person's everyday activities and
takes over the guardianship of a
person from the day of a person's
conception in the womb (Ole, 78).
This suggests that from birth, a
person’s chi guides and protects him
till the person’s last breath.

“Chi”, according to Kingsley
Ugwu, “is an individual's guiding
god” (n.p). A chi is meant to guide,
protect and help a host in every way
possible. A chi can guide but not
force a host to do things against their
will. Moreso, Princewill Uzochukwu
also asserts that “chi is the mediator
and messenger of the Supreme God
Chukwu...” (4). This denotes that the
chi is the intermediary between
Chukwu and man. The chi is the
spokesman of man. This study will
explore the variations in the
representation of the Igbo belief in
chi in Obioma’s An Orchestra of
Minorities.

This study examines the
representation of the Igbo belief in
chi and how the representation has
been expanded and notes the
difference in the portrayals of the
belief in Obioma’s An Orchestra of
Minorities.

Methodology
The study adopts a close reading of
the novel and a sociological approach
in its analysis of the variations of
Igbo beliefs. Chigozie Obioma’s An
Orchestra of Minorities is read

against the backdrop of cultural
beliefs and practices of the Igbo
people as established in socio-
anthropological texts and older
novels that focus on the Igbo people
and their beliefs.

Theoretical Framework
Postcolonial literary theory

emphasizes the cultural identity of
colonized people. It studies how
culture influences power dynamics.
Postcolonial cultural theory attacks
oppression and resists dominating
cultures and allows every culture to
express themselves. It emphasizes
how cultures uphold power
structure and identities. Cultural
theories make room for literary
works to be read from cultural
perspective just like Chigozie
Obioma’s An Orchestra of Minorities
is read from a cultural perspective. It
also helps to salvage and revive the
culture of the colonized through
documentation of their cultures in
literary works.

A central concern of
postcolonial theory is the refusal to
cast non-Western cultures as the
“Other.” This study foregrounds how
the novels challenge dominant
cultural assumptions by presenting
Igbo beliefs. Through this lens, this
study will explore how Obioma
engages with the complexities of
cultural hybridity and liminality as
discussed by Homi K. Bhabha not as
a site of loss, but as a dynamic space
where tradition and modernity
interacts.
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The Representation of Chi in An
Orchestra of Minorities

The chi in Igbo cosmology is
a person’s guiding spirit and
personal deity. In Chigozie Obioma’s
An Orchestra of Minorities, the chi is
uniquely portrayed as the first
person narrator as the use of the
pronoun “I” is evident:

I stand before you here in
the magnificent court of
Bechukwu, in Eluigwe,
the land of eternal,
luminous light, where the
perpetual song of the
flute serenades the air
like other guardian
spirits, I have gone to
uwa in many cycles of
reincarnations,
inhabiting a freshly
created body each time
(13).

Through the unique narrative
perspective of the chi, the chi
functions as both narrator and
witness. Obioma’s use of the chi is
not just a stylistic choice but an act of
Eurocentric resistance, reclaiming
and legitimizing indigenous Igbo
worldviews. In the excerpt above,
the chi is before Chukwu and is about
to narrate the ordeals of its host
since it is his representative in the
spirit world as Chinua Achebe rightly
alludes to when he posits that “ A
person’s chi is his identity in the
spirit land (31). It portrays a non
Western cosmological order that
believes in individuality but in Afro
centrism that believes in duality and

projecting the culture of the post
colonial other.

More so, In An Orchestra of
Minorities, Chigozie Obioma depicts
the chi as an intercessor deeply
concerned about its host, Chinonso.
The chi tirelessly presents
Chinonso’s case before Chukwu,
seeking to elicit divine pity. One way
it does this is by recounting the
transformative power of music on
Chinonso’s consciousness,
particularly when he is angry:
“Egbunu, the power of music on the
consciousness of man cannot be
lightly observed… How true
Oseburuwa! For a man could be in a
state of profound sadness” (249).
Here, the chi acts as an intermediary
between Chukwu and Chinonso,
narrating his struggles and emotions
to Chukwu. As part of this narration,
the chi highlights a pivotal moment
in Chinonso’s love story with Ndali
when, after much persuasion, she
finally sings for him. This moment is
significant because it marks the
beginning of Chinonso’s deep
emotional attachment to Ndali,
leading him to sacrifice everything
for their relationship. Music in Igbo
culture is deeply intertwined with
communal life, serving both
therapeutic and ritualistic purposes.
Through this, Obioma invokes the
postcolonial concept of otherness,
asserting Igbo cultural identity in
contrast to Western perspectives.
The chi, an integral part of Igbo
cosmology, embodies a belief system
where a spiritual guide looks out for
an individual’s best interests, even
when the host is unaware or
physically absent. By centering the
role of the chi, Obioma reclaims and
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reinforces Igbo spirituality, offering a
counter-narrative to Western
rationalism.

Furthermore, the chi is
depicted as an intrinsic and
inseparably aspect of human
existence. As Ebony Uchenna
Ananambu asserts that “every
individual is assigned a chi at birth
by the supreme deity, and this
spiritual entity remains with them
throughout their lifetime” (86). The
absence of the chi renders the host
vulnerable, projecting its
indispensable role in Igbo cosmology
as a vital force necessary for both
physical and spiritual well-being. The
chi in An Orchestra of Minorities
explains further:

That is why it is considered
ill advised for a chi to leave
the body of its host or step
faraway from a host who is
at sleep or in an
unconscious state. some of
these discarnate beings
especially the evil spirits
even sometimes try to over
power a present chi or ones
who have gone out on a
consultation on behalf of
their host. That is why you,
Chukwu, warn us against
such journeys (17).

The excerpt above suggests
that an individual's well-being, both
physically and spiritually, is
dependent upon the constant
presence and protection of their chi.
The warning against the chi
abandoning its host underscores the
belief that without it, a person
becomes vulnerable to external

spiritual forces, particularly hostile
and evil entities. This portrayal
positions the chi not merely as a
guiding force but as an essential
presence that ensures stability and
protection. In Chinua Achebe’s
Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo is
believed to have a good chi, despite
his relentless hard work, while
Ekwefi is thought to possess a bad
chi due to the loss of her children.
Unoka, though impoverished, is still
depicted as having a good chi
because, as Achebe states, “onyekwe,
chi ya ekwe” meaning that when a
person agrees to act, their chi aligns
with them. However, Achebe’s
narrative also highlights that the chi
does not bear sole responsibility for
one’s fate; Unoka’s refusal to work
hard demonstrates that personal
effort is crucial in shaping one’s
destiny. Thus, the chi emerges as a
non-negotiable element in Igbo
cosmology, as represented in
Chigozie Obioma’s novel. This aligns
with postcolonial cultural theory,
which challenges Eurocentric
perspectives by emphasizing the
need to engage with Igbo
epistemologies in understanding the
world, its operations, structures, and
fundamental nature.

Also, the chi Is portrayed as
both a griot and a compassionate
advocate who carefully preserves the
history of its host. As a dedicated
advocate, it maintains this record to
defend its host whenever necessary,
drawing upon it when the situation
calls for it:

Chukwu to intercede on
behalf of my host, I suggest
that we trace the beginning
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of everything to the harsh
years preceding that night
on the bridge, his father had
died only nine months
earlier (23).

The chi in this passage
functions as a custodian of the host’s
life history, meticulously
documenting past events and their
significance. By tracing "the
beginning of everything" to the
hardships preceding the
protagonist’s defining moment, the
chi preserves a chronological and
spiritual account of his journey. This
suggests that the chi is not only a
guiding force but also an archival
presence, ensuring that the host’s
experiences both personal and
ancestral are acknowledged and
remembered and brought to bear
when the need arises. The chi as a
record keeper aligns with
postcolonial cultural theory,
particularly in its challenge to
Eurocentric historiography and its
affirmation of indigenous
epistemologies The chi, as a record
keeper in An Orchestra of Minorities,
embodies this perspective by
preserving personal and ancestral
histories outside Western archival
systems

Lastly, the chi is portrayed as
a diligent protector and guardian,
constantly overseeing the well-being
of its host. Rather than being a
passive presence, the chi actively
intervenes in the host’s life. This
diligence is evident in its unwavering
watchfulness, even when the host is
unaware, reinforcing its role as a
spiritual custodian as presented in
the excerpt: “While he slept that

night, I stepped out of him as I often
did, so I could watch over him,
because the inhabitants of Bemuo
often become more active in the
earth at night while mankind sleeps”
(33).The chi’s unwavering diligence
reflects its fundamental role in Igbo
cosmology, where it serves as a
constant guide and protector
throughout an individual’s life,
especially during moments of
vulnerability such as sleep. This
steadfast commitment emphasizes
the chi’s responsibility in
maintaining spiritual balance. Within
a postcolonial framework, this
diligence takes on added significance
through the concept of hybridity.
Here, the devoted service of a
diligent and compassionate
employee merges with the Igbo
belief in the chi, illustrating the
fusion of indigenous spirituality with
contemporary notions of duty and
care.

This section demonstrates
the portrayal of the Igbo belief in chi
as reflected in Chigozie Obioma’s An
Orchestra of Minorities, thereby
offering a rich representation of the
cultural and spiritual heritage of Igbo
people. Through this representation,
Obioma not only preserves but also
celebrates the vibrancy of indigenous
Igbo belief in chi, asserting their
significance in the face of historical
marginalization.

Reimagining the Igbo Belief in Chi
in Chigozie Obioma’s An Orchestra
of Minorities

One of the variations in the
representation of the Igbo belief in
the chi is its ability to reside within
its host and depart at will. While the
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traditional Igbo belief holds that the
chi exists beside its individual,
Chigozie Obioma reimagines the chi
as an internal presence, capable of
leaving its host when necessary. This
reflects in the passage: “While he
slept, I stepped out” (33). In Igbo
cosmology, the chi is understood as a
person’s guiding deity and
representative in the spirit realm
(Achebe, 131). Traditionally, the chi
is believed to remain constantly by
the side of its host, never departing.
In Things Fall Apart, The old man
that reprimands Okonkwo for calling
Osugo a woman said that a
benevolent spirit (chi) cracked his
kernel for him but never stated that
the chi left at any point, moreso,
Okonkwo’s chi is described as good
(28) but it never leaves Okonkwo at
any point in the novel. Hence, the
representation in Obioma’s work
introduces a variation to the Igbo
belief in chi. As cultural theory
suggests, culture is dynamic and ever
evolving, and through this
reimagining, Obioma reflects how
the Igbo belief system in chi can be
adapted, illustrating the possibility of
cultural transformation.

In addition, the
representation of the chi as having
the ability to select a reincarnating
body from the spirit realm before its
journey to earth represents a
significant departure from
traditional portrayals, constituting a
variation. As previously discussed,
the chi is regarded as a person’s
guiding deity and representative in
the spirit world. Kingsley Ugwu
describes the chi as a person’s
guiding god (n.p.), while Buchi
Emecheta, in The Joys of Motherhood,

depicts it as a guardian that
intervenes in its subject’s ordeals
(18). However, Chigozie Obioma
introduces a novel interpretation, as
reflected on page fifteen: “As the
guardian spirit descends with the
reincarnating body of the new host”
(15). This depiction reimagines the
role of the chi in Igbo cosmology,
presenting it as an entity that
retrieves a body from the spiritual
realm before returning to earth for
rebirth an innovation that diverges
from conventional Igbo beliefs about
the chi. Homi K. Bhabha’s concept of
liminality, which creates an in-
between space for ideas that diverge
from both colonized and indigenous
worldviews can account for this
reimagining of the chi’s role.

Another variation in the
representation of the chi is its
portrayal as having inhabited
multiple hosts before its current one,
Chinonso. This depiction introduces
a new dimension, marking a
departure from the traditional Igbo
belief in the chi. The chi’s
acknowledgment of its past lives is
evident in the following passage:
“Even though I have lived in many
cycles of reincarnation” (13).
According to Chinua Achebe, the chi
is a personal deity (131), while
Christian Ole argues that it assumes
the role of a guardian spirit (28). And
Princewill Uzochukwu further
asserts that the chi functions as a
mediator between Chukwu and the
host (4). None of these definitions
describe the chi as possessing the
capacity to inhabit multiple hosts
upon the death of its current one.
Thus, Obioma’s representation of the
chi as transferring to another host
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after its present host’s death signifies
a shift in the conceptualization of the
chi, emphasizing its continuity across
different reincarnations an idea that
diverges from conventional
understandings within Igbo
cosmology. Traditionally, Igbo
cosmology holds that each individual
possesses a unique chi. However, the
fate of the chi after the death of its
host is rarely explored or
documented. Obioma introduces a
variation by suggesting that a
particular chi can inhabit multiple
hosts across different lifetimes. This
reimagining aligns with Van Klinken
Adriaan’s assertion that states that
“writers, as social thinkers, are open
to new possibilities of religious
imagination” (7). Obioma thus
expands the role of the chi by
attributing to it the ability to traverse
multiple existences. Furthermore, his
work reinforces the postcolonial
concept of othering by ensuring that
Igbo beliefs are not marginalized,
instead positioning the chi as a
central framework for understanding
the universe.

The active role assigned to
the chi in An Orchestra of Minorities
represents a significant variation
within Igbo cosmology. Traditionally,
the chi is perceived as a fundamental
presence, likened to the wind but not
as active as Obioma presents it.
However, Obioma reimagines the chi
as a first-person narrator, a shift
exemplified in the following excerpt:
"I stand before you here in the
magnificent court of Bechukwu in
Eluigwe, the land of eternal luminous
light" (13). Through this narrative
voice, the chi recounts not only the
experiences of its current host but

also those of its past hosts, including
Ezike Nkeoye, who died at the age of
twenty-two after reading and making
love the previous night. Achebe
asserts that "nothing stands alone;
there must be another standing
beside it" (131). The "another"
inferred here is the chi, yet the chi is
seldom heard in traditional Igbo
narratives. The hosts are more active,
and the distinct character of the chi
is not well developed beyond its role
as a guiding and mediating force. For
example, in The Joys of Motherhood,
Nnu Ego’s chi is present but not as
visibly active as Nnuego is, and
similarly, in Things Fall Apart,
Okonkwo’s chi is fundamental yet
passive. Thus, Obioma’s
reconfiguration of the chi’s role
foregrounds its agency, marking a
departure from its traditionally
foundational yet passive function in
Igbo narratives. Consequently, the
chi’s active role in An Orchestra of
Minorities constitutes a reimagining
of Igbo cosmological beliefs. As
Shuaidong Zhang observes,
"narratives are ... reshaped and
absorbed, producing something new
and rooted in prior traditions not
rejections of the past, but variations"
(1). Zhang’s variation theory affirms
that the reimagining of old beliefs is
a common phenomenon when
narratives cross linguistic borders.
Accordingly, Obioma’s adaptation of
the chi’s role reflects this process,
contributing to the projection of
Afrocentric indigenous culture
within the framework of postcolonial
cultural theory.

The representation of the
interaction between Chinonso’s chi
and Tobe’s chi represents a
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significant variation in the
representation of the Igbo belief in
chi. Traditionally, the chi is
understood as a deeply personal
spiritual entity, guiding and
influencing its individual host.
However, Obioma departs from this
conception by portraying the chi as
capable of direct communication
with one another, a dynamic not
explicitly documented in Igbo
cosmology. This reimagining
introduces a new dimension to the
traditional understanding of the chi,
it is illustrated in the following
excerpt.

That night, I saw as my
host slept , the
guardian spirit of Tobe
loitering around the
place. I thanked it for
the help its host had
rendered mine, and we
sat down talking about
the Ezemuo of the
strange country and all
that our hosts have
been through (289).

The excerpt above illustrates the
anthropomorphization (giving
human qualities) of the chi within
Igbo cosmology, marking a
significant variation in its
representation. While spiritual
entities are believed to communicate,
their interactions do not traditionally
resemble human conversation. Thus,
this portrayal departs from
conventional Igbo belief in chi, which
do not ascribe a voice to the chi, let
alone the ability to engage in casual
dialogue or discourse with other chi.
This reimagining can be understood

through the postcolonial concepts of
liminality and hybridity, which
account for the space between
traditional cosmological structures
and their evolving representations in
contemporary narratives.

Obioma further expands the
representation of the chi by
introducing a designated dwelling
place for departed chi, from which
they are summoned into service, as
illustrated in the following excerpt:
“when Chukwu called me from
Ogbunike cave where guardian
spirits wait to be called into service”
(326). Traditionally, the chi is
understood as a personal spiritual
force, uniquely tied to an individual
from birth, without a predetermined
communal dwelling or structured
system of service. Obioma’s
portrayal, which situates the chi in a
designated waiting place (Ogbunike
cave) until it is summoned into
service, introduces an organized
framework that diverges from
conventional Igbo belief in chi. This
structured model reflects an
influence from Western
conceptualizations of vocation and
service, where individuals are called
to specific roles whether in religious,
military, or professional contexts. By
integrating this notion into the Igbo
spiritual system, Obioma reimagines
the chi’s function, presenting it
within an organized, service-based
structure rather than as an
inherently assigned spiritual
counterpart to a person at birth. This
adaptation aligns with postcolonial
theories of hybridity, illustrating
how indigenous beliefs can be
reshaped through encounters with
other cultural frameworks.
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Conclusion
In Summary, Obioma’s An

Orchestra of Minorities presents the
chi as a supernatural entity capable
of leaving its host and journeying to
places such as Bechukwu, Alandichie,
and have conversations like men do
with other chis. However, despite its
ability to traverse these realms, the
chi is unable to provide solutions to
Chinonso’s struggles. The chi is also
depicted as carrying with it a
reincarnating body that it will
inhabit, claiming to have resided in
numerous hosts prior to Chinonso.
These representations reflect
variations of the Igbo belief in the chi.

Reimagining Igbo beliefs
should be encouraged as it allows for
a more distinct understanding of
indigenous spirituality. By engaging
with Igbo cosmology, scholars and
creatives can challenge dominant
Eurocentric narratives while
preserving and revitalizing
indigenous knowledge. Lastly,
reimagining Igbo beliefs should be
encouraged because it gives room for
inimitability, uniqueness, and seeing
indigenous beliefs from other
perspectives and not just following
the Eurocentric view of the
cosmological order.
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