
 

~ 112 ~ 

 
ISSN Print: 2664-8717 

ISSN Online: 2664-8725 

Impact Factor (RJIF): 8.36 

IJRE 2026; 8(1): 112-115 

https://www.englishjournal.net  

Received: 04-11-2025 

Accepted: 07-12-2025 

 

N Rajakumari 

Guest Lecturer, PG and 

Research Department of 

English Literature, Rajeswari 

Vedachallam Government Arts 

College, Chengalpattu, India 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Corresponding Author: 

N Rajakumari 

Guest Lecturer, PG and 

Research Department of 

English Literature, Rajeswari 

Vedachallam Government Arts 

College, Chengalpattu, India 

 

Constructing Cultural Identity in English Literature: 

A Comparative Study of Shakespeare and Achebe 

 
N Rajakumari 
 

DOI: https://doi.org/10.33545/26648717.2026.v8.i1b.601  

 
Abstract 

This study explores how cultural identity is constructed and represented in the works of William 

Shakespeare and Chinua Achebe. Through close textual analysis of Hamlet, Macbeth, and Things Fall 

Apart, the research examines how literature reflects social values, historical context, and linguistic 

practices. Shakespeare’s plays illustrate how individual identity is shaped by social hierarchy, moral 

responsibility, and political authority in Renaissance England, while Achebe’s novel emphasizes 

communal traditions, ethical norms, and the impact of colonial disruption on personal and cultural 

identity. Language, narrative structure, and character behavior are analyzed to show how both authors 

embed cultural meaning in their works. Comparative analysis reveals that literature operates differently 

across historical and cultural contexts but consistently serves as a tool for preserving, questioning, and 

redefining identity. The study demonstrates that English literature, across time and geography, provides 

a critical framework for understanding the dynamic relationship between individuals, communities, and 

culture. 

 
Keywords: Cultural identity, Shakespeare, Achebe, Renaissance literature, Postcolonial literature, 
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Introduction 

English literature has always maintained a close relationship with culture and identity, 

serving as a reflection of social values, historical realities, and human experiences. Literary 

texts do more than entertain; they preserve traditions, record social change, and shape 

collective understanding of identity (Baldick, 2015) [19]. Through literary expression, authors 

communicate cultural meanings and contribute to the development of social consciousness. 

As societies evolve, literature becomes an essential medium through which cultural 

continuity and transformation are documented (Eagleton, 2008) [9]. 

Culture refers to the shared beliefs, customs, language, and practices of a community, while 

identity concerns an individual’s or group’s sense of self within that cultural framework. 

Literature connects culture and identity by portraying characters and societies shaped by 

historical and social conditions (Hall, 1997) [13]. Authors often write from within their 

cultural environments, embedding cultural symbols, traditions, and conflicts into their 

narratives. In this way, literature functions as both a cultural mirror and a tool for cultural 

critique (Barry, 2017) [5]. 

English literature has expanded beyond its British origins to become a global literary 

tradition. The spread of English through colonialism enabled writers from formerly colonized 

regions to adopt the language and reshape it according to their own cultural realities 

(Ashcroft et al., 2002) [3]. This transformation allowed English literature to include diverse 

voices and perspectives, making it a space for cultural exchange and identity negotiation. 

Postcolonial literature, in particular, highlights the role of English as a medium for 

reclaiming cultural identity and challenging dominant narratives (Loomba, 2015) [14]. 

Authors play a crucial role in shaping cultural identity through literature. They are active 

cultural agents who question social norms, challenge power structures, and present 

alternative viewpoints (Bressler, 2011) [8]. Through storytelling, authors address themes such 

as power, tradition, morality, and resistance, which are central to cultural understanding. 

Literature thus becomes a site of dialogue between the individual and society, tradition and 

change, and local and global identities (Tyson, 2015) [17]. 
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This study focuses on the cultural contributions of William 

Shakespeare and Chinua Achebe, two influential authors 

from different historical and cultural contexts. Shakespeare, 

writing during the Renaissance period, reflects the cultural 

and social values of early modern England. Achebe, writing 

in the postcolonial era, presents African cultural identity and 

challenges colonial misrepresentations. Together, they 

demonstrate how English literature can represent both 

dominant and marginalized cultures. 

William Shakespeare’s works offer deep insight into the 

social structure, political systems, and moral values of 

Renaissance England. His plays explore themes such as 

authority, class hierarchy, gender roles, and individual 

identity, all of which are central to cultural formation 

(Greenblatt, 2005) [11]. Shakespeare’s characters often 

struggle between personal desires and social expectations, 

reflecting the cultural tensions of his time. Scholars argue 

that Shakespeare’s lasting influence lies in his ability to 

present culturally specific realities while addressing 

universal human concerns (Bloom, 1998) [7]. 

Shakespeare’s contribution to culture is evident in how his 

works have shaped English language, thought, and literary 

tradition. His plays function as cultural texts that reveal the 

values and contradictions of early modern society (Habib, 

2018) [12]. At the same time, his works continue to be 

reinterpreted across cultures, showing the adaptability of 

literature and its role in global cultural dialogue. 

In contrast, Chinua Achebe represents a postcolonial literary 

voice that challenges Western representations of Africa. 

Achebe uses English to express African traditions, values, 

and social systems, thereby transforming the language into a 

tool of cultural resistance (Achebe, 1975) [1]. His works 

highlight the impact of colonialism on African identity and 

emphasize the importance of cultural self-representation. 

Achebe’s writing demonstrates how literature can restore 

cultural dignity and challenge historical injustice (Ngũgĩ wa 

Thiong’o, 1986) [15]. 

Achebe’s contribution to culture lies in his realistic portrayal 

of African life and his emphasis on indigenous knowledge 

systems. By presenting African society from an internal 

perspective, Achebe counters colonial stereotypes and 

affirms cultural identity (Loomba, 2015) [14]. His work 

illustrates how English literature can be used to express non-

Western cultural experiences and promote cross-cultural 

understanding. 

A comparative study of Shakespeare and Achebe highlights 

the evolving nature of English literature and its relationship 

with culture and identity. While Shakespeare reflects the 

cultural foundations of English society, Achebe expands 

English literature to include postcolonial voices. Their 

works demonstrate that literature is not static but 

continuously shaped by historical, social, and cultural forces 

(Eagleton, 2008) [9]. 

In conclusion, English literature serves as a powerful 

medium for cultural expression and identity formation. 

Authors such as William Shakespeare and Chinua Achebe 

show how literature reflects cultural realities while also 

shaping them. Through their works, literature becomes a 

space for cultural dialogue, resistance, and understanding. 

Their contributions confirm that English literature remains 

essential for exploring human identity and cultural diversity 

in a changing world. 

This research is organized into clearly defined sections to 

provide a structured and systematic analysis of culture and 

identity in English literature. The introductory section 

presents the background of the study, outlines the 

significance of culture and identity, and explains the 

relevance of selecting William Shakespeare and Chinua 

Achebe as representative authors. It establishes the 

theoretical and cultural framework of the research. 

The next section reviews relevant literary theories and 

critical studies related to culture, identity, and postcolonial 

literature, offering a contextual foundation for the analysis. 

Following this, a detailed discussion of Shakespeare’s works 

examines how cultural values and identity are represented in 

Renaissance England. A separate section is devoted to 

Achebe’s writings, focusing on African cultural identity and 

postcolonial perspectives. 

The study then provides a comparative analysis of both 

authors to highlight similarities and differences in their 

cultural representations. Finally, the concluding section 

summarizes the key findings of the research, discusses its 

academic significance, and suggests areas for future 

research. This organization ensures clarity, coherence, and a 

logical progression of ideas throughout the study. 

 

Literature Review 

Literature is widely regarded as a powerful medium through 

which culture and identity are expressed, preserved, and 

reshaped. Scholars argue that literary texts are deeply rooted 

in the social, political, and historical conditions of their 

production. Rather than functioning as isolated artistic 

creations, literary works participate in broader cultural 

conversations that influence how societies understand 

values, beliefs, and identity. Eagleton (2008) [9] emphasizes 

that literature both reflects social realities and contributes to 

shaping cultural meaning, making it an essential subject for 

cultural and literary studies. 

Cultural theorists have consistently highlighted the 

constructed nature of identity. According to Hall (1997) [13], 

identity is formed through shared history, language, and 

representation rather than biological or fixed traits. 

Literature plays a central role in this process by offering 

narratives that shape collective memory and cultural self-

understanding. Williams (1983) [18] further explains that 

cultural meanings evolve through language and discourse, 

both of which are central to literary expression. As a result, 

literature becomes a key site for examining how identity is 

negotiated within society. 

The development of English literature reflects significant 

cultural transformation. Originally grounded in British 

society, English literature expanded globally due to 

colonialism and globalization. This expansion introduced 

new voices and experiences into the literary canon. 

Ashcroft, Griffiths, and Tiffin (2002) [3] argue that 

postcolonial literature uses English to challenge colonial 

power structures and recover marginalized cultural 

identities. Bhabha (1994) [6] adds that such literature creates 

a “third space” where hybrid identities emerge through 

cultural interaction and negotiation. 

William Shakespeare has been extensively studied as a 

central figure in English literary and cultural history. Critics 

agree that his works provide valuable insight into the 

political systems, social hierarchies, and moral values of 

Renaissance England. Greenblatt (2005) [11], using a New 

Historicist approach, argues that Shakespeare’s plays reflect 

the tensions between authority and resistance in early 

modern society. His representation of monarchy, class 
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divisions, and gender roles illustrates the cultural realities of 

his time. 

Shakespeare’s contribution to cultural identity is also 

evident in his portrayal of individual subjectivity. Bloom 

(1998) [7] suggests that Shakespeare revolutionized literary 

character by presenting psychologically complex individuals 

who struggle with identity, power, and morality. Habib 

(2018) [12] further notes that Shakespeare’s works often 

question social norms rather than simply reinforcing them. 

Through dramatic conflict, Shakespeare reveals the 

instability of cultural values and invites audiences to reflect 

on human behavior within social structures. 

In contrast, Chinua Achebe’s writings are primarily 

examined within postcolonial literary discourse. Achebe is 

widely recognized for redefining African identity in English 

literature by presenting indigenous cultures from an internal 

perspective. His novel Things Fall Apart challenges colonial 

stereotypes by depicting African society as structured, 

moral, and culturally rich (Achebe, 1994) [2]. Critics argue 

that Achebe’s work restores historical balance by countering 

Western misrepresentations of Africa. 

Achebe’s essays provide further insight into his cultural 

mission as a writer. In Morning Yet on Creation Day, 

Achebe (1975) [2] stresses the responsibility of African 

writers to reclaim their history and represent their societies 

truthfully. Said (1978) [16] supports this view by explaining 

how colonial discourse distorted non Western cultures, 

making literary resistance essential. Achebe’s work is 

therefore seen as a corrective response to colonial ideology. 

Language is a major focus in discussions of Achebe’s 

contribution to literature. Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o (1986) [15] 

criticizes the use of colonial languages, arguing that 

language is closely tied to cultural identity. However, 

Achebe adopts a different position by adapting English to 

reflect African speech patterns, proverbs, and cultural logic. 

Ashcroft et al. (2013) [4] argue that this linguistic adaptation 

demonstrates how English can be transformed into a tool of 

cultural expression rather than domination. 

Postcolonial critics often emphasize the theme of cultural 

conflict in Achebe’s works. His characters frequently 

experience tension between traditional values and external 

influence, reflecting broader postcolonial struggles. Fanon 

(1963) [10] explains that colonialism creates deep 

psychological and cultural disruption, which literature helps 

to articulate and address. Achebe’s narratives capture this 

struggle and highlight the importance of cultural continuity. 

Comparative studies of Shakespeare and Achebe reveal the 

diversity and adaptability of English literature. While 

Shakespeare writes from within a dominant cultural 

tradition, Achebe represents a historically marginalized 

voice. Spivak (1988) [20] argues that literature can give voice 

to silenced groups, making comparative analysis essential 

for understanding power and representation. By examining 

these authors together, scholars can explore how literature 

functions across different cultural positions. 

Overall, existing scholarship confirms that English literature 

is deeply connected to culture and identity. Shakespeare’s 

works reflect the foundations of early English society, while 

Achebe’s writings expand English literature to include 

African and postcolonial experiences. However, there 

remains a need for more comparative research that bridges 

canonical and postcolonial texts. This study addresses that 

gap by analyzing how culture and identity are constructed 

through the works of William Shakespeare and Chinua 

Achebe. 

 

Research Analysis and Discussion. 

This study investigates how cultural identity is constructed 

in the works of William Shakespeare and Chinua Achebe 

through close textual analysis. By examining Hamlet, 

Macbeth, and Things Fall Apart within their historical and 

cultural contexts, it becomes evident that literature both 

reflects and shapes the values, beliefs, and identities of its 

time. 

In Shakespeare’s plays, cultural identity is closely tied to 

social hierarchy, political authority, and moral 

responsibility. In Hamlet, the protagonist’s internal conflict 

reflects Renaissance concerns about duty, honor, and ethical 

conduct. His hesitation is not purely personal but deeply 

influenced by societal expectations placed upon royalty and 

heirs to power. Hamlet’s soliloquies reveal how individual 

identity is intertwined with cultural norms, showing that 

personal choices are framed by social obligations 

(Greenblatt, 2005) [11]. Similarly, Macbeth illustrates the 

consequences of violating cultural and ethical standards. 

Macbeth’s ambition and subsequent downfall demonstrate 

the Renaissance belief in a divinely ordered society, where 

disrupting social and moral hierarchies leads to chaos. These 

examples highlight how Shakespeare’s works embed 

cultural and political ideologies in both narrative structure 

and character development. 

Achebe’s Things Fall Apart offers a contrasting perspective, 

emphasizing communal values, traditions, and social 

cohesion. Cultural identity in Igbo society is expressed 

through rituals, proverbs, and collective decision-making. 

Practices such as the Week of Peace, alongside the guidance 

of elders, show that individual identity is defined through 

adherence to community norms and shared ethical principles 

(Achebe, 1994) [2]. The character of Okonkwo exemplifies 

how personal identity is shaped by cultural expectations; his 

fear of weakness and failure reflects societal ideals rather 

than merely personal insecurity. When colonial forces 

disrupt Igbo society, Okonkwo’s identity collapses, 

supporting Fanon’s (1963) [10] assertion that colonialism 

fractures both cultural and psychological structures. 

Language further reinforces cultural representation in both 

authors’ works. Shakespeare’s use of blank verse, rhetorical 

devices, and structured dialogue mirrors Renaissance 

intellectual traditions, emphasizing logic, hierarchy, and 

persuasion. Achebe, in contrast, adapts English to 

incorporate Igbo idioms and proverbs, embedding 

indigenous thought into a colonial language. Phrases such as 

“proverbs are the palm oil with which words are eaten” 

demonstrate how language can preserve culture even under 

external pressures (Ashcroft et al., 2013) [4]. These linguistic 

choices offer concrete evidence of how literature functions 

as a vessel for cultural identity. 

Comparatively, both authors show that identity is socially 

constructed, though in different historical contexts. 

Shakespeare writes within a dominant culture, exploring 

internal tensions and societal expectations, whereas Achebe 

writes from a colonized perspective, emphasizing cultural 

preservation and resistance. This contrast illustrates the 

versatility of literature in expressing and negotiating identity 

across diverse socio-political conditions. 

In conclusion, textual evidence from Shakespeare and 

Achebe demonstrates that literature is a powerful medium 
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for reflecting, questioning, and redefining cultural identity. 

Through character behavior, thematic consistency, and 

language use, both authors highlight the dynamic 

relationship between individual and collective identity. This 

analysis affirms that English literature serves as a critical 

space for exploring cultural meaning, bridging temporal, 

geographical, and social boundaries. 

 

Conclusion 

This research highlights how literature functions as a 

powerful medium for expressing and shaping cultural 

identity. Through a close examination of William 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet and Macbeth, and Chinua Achebe’s 

Things Fall Apart, it is evident that identity is closely linked 

to social values, historical circumstances, and linguistic 

expression. Shakespeare’s works demonstrate how 

individual behavior and self-understanding are influenced 

by hierarchical structures, moral obligations, and political 

authority in Renaissance England. Achebe, on the other 

hand, shows how communal traditions, ethical norms, and 

cultural practices define personal and collective identity, and 

how these identities are challenged under colonial influence. 

The comparison between the two authors illustrates that 

identity is socially constructed but emerges differently 

depending on historical and cultural context. Shakespeare 

focuses on internal conflicts within a dominant society, 

while Achebe emphasizes cultural preservation and 

resistance in a colonized setting. Both approaches, however, 

reveal that literature is a reflective and formative space 

where personal, social, and cultural identities interact 

dynamically. 

Overall, this study confirms that literature does more than 

depict culture it actively participates in preserving, 

questioning, and redefining it. By exploring characters, 

themes, narrative structures, and language, it is clear that 

English literature provides a lasting framework to 

understand how individuals and communities negotiate 

identity. Shakespeare and Achebe exemplify the capacity of 

literature to bridge temporal, geographical, and social 

divides while offering insights into the universal human 

experience of cultural belonging. 
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