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IIIIn his curiously overlooked narrative Which Tribe Do You Belong To? (1974), the Italian 

writer Alberto Moravia wrote, "There is no greater suffering for man than to feel his cultural 

foundations giving way beneath him." Because of Moravia's travels, his examples were limited 

to postcolonial Africa. It is difficult to imagine, however, a more accurate analysis of the 

situation of Okonkwo, the protagonist in Chinua Achebe's masterpiece Things Fall Apart (1958). 

Rarely has a more devastating downfall been chronicled than that of the ill-fated Okonkwo, who 

moves from living cultural icon to cultural outcast. The forging of his character within the 

author's Ibo heritage may have been unique, but the destruction of his cultural foundations is 

tragically similar to that of many an African leader (fictitious or real) during the last century and 

a half.  

Among its many achievements, Things Fall Apart records the arrival of the Europeans at an 

inland Ibo village in Nigeria during the last decade of the nineteenth century. What falls apart is 

the traditional African culture, weakened by the onslaught of the English missionaries (and 

British government officials). The situation of the villagers in Umuofia that Achebe describes is 

emblematic of the African continent, which saw the similar arrival of Europeans in literally 

hundreds of African communities.  

Consequently, the initial emphasis in Achebe's narrative is as much upon the collective 

consciousness of his villagers as it is upon Okonkwo himself. Okonkwo may be the idealized 

Iboman of his era, but he is also a walking embodiment of the weaknesses within the traditional 

culture. On several occasions Achebe has said that Ibo life broke apart not solely because of 

dominant European force but because of inflexibilities within the traditional order. Rooted as 

strongly as he is within that life, Okonkwo is only one focus of the author's attention. It is almost 

impossible, in fact, to separate the character from his culture.  

OKONKWO AND TRADITIONAL IBO CULTURE  

Ahchebe's initial characterization of his protagonist places Okonkwo at the center of that 

culture. The first word of the novel is his name, as the opening sentence ("Okonkwo was well 



known throughout the nine villages and even beyond") and subsequent paragraph delineate his 

identity within that context:  

His fame rested on solid personal  

achievements. As a young man of  

eighteen he had brought honor to his  

village by throwing Amalinze the  

Cat. Amalinze was the greatest  

wrestler who for seven years was  

unbeaten, from Umuofia to Mbaino.  

He was called the Cat because his  

back would never touch the earth. It was  

this man that Okonkwo threw in a fight  

which the old men agreed was one of the  

fiercest since the founder of their town  

engaged a spirit of the wild for seven  

days and seven nights.  

Okonkwo's bodily strength is mentioned first in 

the novel, since physical strength more than 

intellect was of importance for traditional man's 

survival. Okonkwo's prowess as a wrestler is not 

only legendary but of such significance that he 

is compared with the founder of the clan, who 

demonstrated equally remarkable force in his 

struggle with the "spirit of the wild," an event 

taken from the clan's oral history. Thus, by 

comparison, Okonkwo's strength has also taken 

on mythic proportions.  

In the paragraphs that follow, Achebe sketches out the other defining traits of Okonkwo's 

character. By the end of the initial chapter, there will be little to add to his description. Okonkwo, 

we are told, "had a slight stammer," one of the signatures of his nonverbal character. A major 



conflict with his father is mentioned in the third paragraph: "He had no patience with his father," 

Unoka, who is notorious as a debtor, a ne'er-do-well, even worse, "a loafer," and thus the source 

of Okonkwo's own drive to excel so that the villagers will never associate the son with his father.  

 



The narrator implies that the community's judgment of its people is important; Okonkwo has 

spent much of his adult life attempting to eradicate the tainted image he believes he has 

inherited. He has known embarrassment because of his father: "Any wonder then that his son 

Okonkwo was ashamed of him?" To control his own image, Okonkwo has overcompensated 

because his father died "heavily in debt" and "had taken no title." In an achievement-oriented 

society--as Ibo society is--Unoka had no status, though critics of the novel have suggested that he 

was an artist, more interested in playing his flute than in providing for his family.  

This achievement focus among the Ibo operates to Okonkwo's advantage. "Fortunately, among 

these people a man was judged according to his worth and not according to the worth of his 

father." The concluding paragraph of the opening chapter reiterates Okonkwo's fame and 

completes the initial characterization by listing his accomplishments: three wives, two barns full 

of yams, and "incredible prowess in two inter-tribal wars." "And so although Okonkwo was still 

young, he was already one of the greatest men of his time. Age was respected among his people, 

but achievement was revered."  

Warrior, athlete, husband, and super provider--these are the aspects of Okonkwo's character that 

Achebe dwells on in the first chapter. Hard work and diligence have all but erased Unoka's 

negative image. The implication is that this extraordinary man, this indomitable protagonist, can 

only go on to more significant stages in his life, and that is the reason the village gives to 

Okonkwo the care of the captive boy Ikemefuna, part of the spoils from a recent war with a 

neighboring village.  

A CULTURAL TIME WARP  

The opening chapter is deceptive, however, since Okonkwo--as the embodiment of the 

traditional Ibo man--is caught in a time warp from which it may be impossible to escape. His 

strengths are all physical, and within the traditional order have served him well, but the 

imperialism that will shortly befall his people will require something besides brute strength. 

Tragically, his lack of self-reflection and intellectual analysis will soon become his downfall.  

The movement of the novel is thus from a traditional order, cyclical and temporal, to one where 

the day-to-day routine (farming and protecting one's family and village, with occasional 

moments of fame gained through athletics) will no longer be sufficient for survival. Okonkwo 

doesn't know this yet, but the astute reader has already picked up the clues and is ready to watch 

the actions of this largely nonreflective man as he stumbles blindly into the future.  

Western readers of Achebe's novel are often perplexed by the author's deliberate lack of plot 

once they read beyond the first three chapters. The second and third chapters also begin with the 

protagonist's name, but subsequent chapters veer off in a completely different direction, some of 

them having nothing to do with Okonkwo at all. In The Emergence of African Fiction (1972), I 

argued that it may be misleading to identify Okonkwo as the novel's protagonist, since in 

traditional Ibo society (and in most traditional African cultures) the status of the individual was 

subordinated to that of the community. A better way of examining the story might be to conclude 

that Umuofia, the village, is the protagonist and Okonkwo simply the village's representative. 

This interpretation further argues that what falls apart is not solely Okonkwo himself but his 



traditional society, or order, typified by his village, Umuofia. Still, the initial references are 

largely to Okonkwo himself.  

 



 



The most telling line about Okonkwo's character in the second chapter is that 'Re was a man of 

action, a man of war." Later variations on this sentence will emphasize his action instead of 

thought, as will his deeds themselves. Not surprisingly, these actions extend to the personal 

relationships within his family. "Okonkwo ruled his household with a heavy hand," we are told 

(again, largely because of the continued fear of failure, associated with the memory of his 

father). Okonkwo's oldest son, Nwoye, is afraid of him because of this heavy-handed manner, as 

well as his father's emphasis on masculine tasks and duties. (Nwoye prefers to listen to his 

mother's animal tales instead of Okonkwo's stories of warfare and bloodshed.)  

Many of the examples in the opening chapters reiterate these masculine values, especially a 

flashback describing how Okonkwo overcame extraordinary obstacles in a season of drought and 

established his initial farm. In the worst year in living memory, one man hanged himself, but 

Okonkwo--during that terrible year--established himself as a farmer, beating the odds of the 

natural order and excelling. As he said when he began that undertaking, "I am not afraid of 

work."  

The ten remaining chapters in Part 1 are principally devoted to depictions of Ibo society before 

the arrival of the Europeans, describing important stages in the cycle of life. The Feast of the 

New Yam (life), communal events (such as wrestling), judgment of legal disputes (including 

those of marriage and family), longevity and illness, the sacred and the profane, and asides to the 

afterlife--all these events and subjects, which establish the harmony as well as some of the flaws 

of Ibo social life prior to European penetration, are described. References to Okonkwo are woven 

throughout, making the social fabric--the totality of these events--that which will be torn asunder 

once the inevitable exposure from the West occurs.  

Okonkwo's fame and almost larger-than-life personality are referred to again at the beginning of 

the fourth chapter: "If ever a man deserved his success, that man was Okonkwo," whose chi or 

personal god must have been good, the narrator tells us, since his life had been so successful. The 

predictability of traditional life offered man that assurance, as did the sun's appearance every 

morning and departure every night (replaced, of course, by the comfort of the moon).  

Achebe takes great pains to demonstrate that the cracks within Okonkwo's character are not so 

much external as internal, manifestations of those aspects of his being that have been his greatest 

strengths: acting without thinking; never showing any emotion besides anger; inflexibility; fear 

of being perceived as weak and, therefore, womanly. Slowly, these characteristics that have 

served Okonkwo so well in the past will begin to alter the direction of his life. The first such 

incident occurs when Okonkwo accidentally breaks the Week of Peace. Angered by his second 

wife, who has forgotten to prepare a meal for him, Okonkwo beats her mercilessly, forgetting 

about the time of propitiation for the Goddess of Peace. The narrator remarks, wryly, "Okonkwo 

was not the man to stop beating someone half-way through, not even for fear of a goddess."  

Ezeani's warning to Okonkwo places the incident in perspective: "You have committed a great 

evil .... The evil you have done can ruin the whole clan. The earth goddess whom you have 

insulted may refuse to give us her increase, and we will all perish.' "Ezeani's remark thus 

provides an anthropological explanation for Okonkwo's rash act. If a man's anger drives him to 

forget the collective whole, everyone will pay the price for that transgression if the gods retaliate 



and bring crop failure. Ironically, Okonkwo has already begun acting as an individual and not as 

a part of the community. "And so people said he had no respect for the gods of the clan."  

 



A more disturbing incident, since it becomes the ritual act which will lead to the death of 

Ikemefuna, the captive boy, results not from Okonkwo's anger but from his old fear of being 

considered weak like his father. When a decree from the oracle is made that Ikemefuna is to be 

sacrificed, Ezeudu--one of the village elders--warns Okonkwo not to participate in the event, 

saying to him, "'That boy calls you father. Do not bear a hand in his death.' "Yet not only does 

Okonkwo walk with the party of men who will sacrifice the child in the forest, but he delivers 

the finishing blow that kills Ikemefuna when the child turns toward him and begs for mercy. 

"Okonkwo drew his machete and cut him down. He was afraid of being thought weak."  

NWOYE REJECTS HIS FATHER  

By the time of his death, Ikemefuna and Okonkwo's eldest son, Nwoye, had begun to regard each 

other as blood brothers. The captive boy had lived in Okonkwo's household for so many years 

that he had forgotten his own family and thought of Okonkwo as his father. Okonkwo's fear of 

being thought weak not only goes against the sacred bond of parent and child that had developed 

between Okonkwo and his surrogate son but backfires because it will also sever his relationship 

with Nwoye. Shocked by the killing of his "brother," Nwoye will turn away from harshness and 

overt masculinity and eventually walk the path of his despised grandfather, Unoka. Ironies 

abound. Just as Okonkwo rejected his own father Unoka because he wasn't a strong enough role 

model, Nwoye rejects his father because of Okonkwo's excessive harshness.  

Interestingly, in the aftermath of Ikemefuna's death, Okonkwo asks himself--in one of his rare 

moments of self-reflection--"When did you become a shivering old woman." But then as if to 

qualify this moment of introspection, the narrator reiterates that "Okonkwo was not a man of 

thought but of action." Again, Okonkwo is warned of the consequences of his act, this time by 

his best friend, Obierika:  

"You know very well, Okonkwo, that I  

am not afraid of blood; and if anyone  

tells you that I am, he is telling a lie.  

And let me tell you one thing, my friend.  

If I were you I would have stayed at  

home. What you have done will not  

please the Earth. It is the kind of act for  

which the goddess wipes out whole families."  

Homicide, murder, the spilling of blood--nothing could be worse in traditional life, except for 

prescribed events such as warfare and decrees by an oracle (Ikemefuna's sacrifice). Okonkwo has 

destroyed the invisible bridge between ritual and family, symbolic act and ties of kinship.  



Much has been made of Okonkwo's unthinking participation in Ikemefuna's sacrifice, especially 

the consequences. Any discussion of these events here will likely make them appear 

coincidental, though readers of Things Fall Apart rarely regard them that way. At the funeral for 

Ezeudu in the final chapter of Part 1, for example, Okonkwo -- who in the previous chapter has 

just been described as "the greatest wrestler and warrior alive" -- accidentally shoots Ezeudu's 

son with his gun. "It was the dead man's sixteen-year-old son, who with his brothers and half-

brothers had been dancing the traditional farewell to their father. Okonkwo's gun had exploded 

and a piece of iron had pierced the boy's heart."  

OKONKWO'S EXILE  

In traditional Ibo society the consequences for 

accidentally killing someone were less 

punitive than they were for homicide. 

Nonetheless, Okonkwo's property must be 

destroyed, his houses burned, his animals 

killed. The earth must be cleansed. But worse, 

Okonkwo must flee into exile for seven years, 

because this traditional Iboman, obsessed with 

his masculinity, has committed a "female 

crime," since the boy's death was accidental. 

Okonkwo must flee to his motherland. His 

exile will tie the knot around him, keep him 

away from his beloved Umuofia, from 

achieving more successes in his homeland. 

The hero, thus, becomes an outcast.  

During his exile (Part 2 of the novel), 

Okonkwo is listless, almost paralyzed by his 

inability to do any work beyond providing for 

his family. Achebe implies that once 

Okonkwo is away from his fatherland, his 

character is effaced, almost obliterated. He 

can no longer act as a man among men. 

Instead, he is limited to reaction, especially 

rage, as he hears stories about the coming of 

the white men. He calls other men fools for 

not fighting back, for not retaliating against 

the Europeans, but his ravings are mostly 

impotent, unheard cries of frustration that 

Ibomen are no longer men but women, 

"clucking like old hens." When he learns of 

Nwoye's decamping to the Christian 

missionaries, he asks himself, "How then 

could he have begotten a son like Nwoye, 

degenerate and effeminate?"  



Okonkwo's exile thus establishes a major premise of the novel: a man's character is rooted in the 

social fabric of his people, his community. If he leaves that community, his own character may 

change. Worse, if that society itself changes and he does not, the two will become impossibly at 

odds with one another, which is precisely what happens to Okonkwo after his return to Umuofia 

at the end of his exile.  

THE DEMISE OF THE OLD SYSTEM  

The final section of Things Fall Apart, Part 3, opens with several references to the changes that 

have taken place in Umuofia during the years that Okonkwo was away. The first paragraph 

places emphasis on the clan and its ability to regenerate or change itself: "Seven years was a long 

time to be away from one's clan. A man's place was not always there, waiting for him. As soon 

as he left, someone else rose and filled it. The clan was like a lizard; if it lost its tail it soon grew 

another."  

The changes due to externals have been unfathomable. English government and missionaries 

have altered the social fabric of the community. The old system of barter and trade has changed 

to a cash-based economy. It is the wrong year for Okonkwo to initiate any of his sons into the 

ozo society. Worst of all, Okonkwo believes that his villagers have given in to the new 

dispensation too easily, without fighting. "He mourned for the clan, which he saw breaking and 

falling apart, and he mourned for the warlike men of Umuofia, who had so unaccountably 

become soft like women."  

Only the burning down of the Christian church--which Okonkwo sees as direct action--provides 

him with momentary elation, but the satisfaction from this act is quickly dissipated. Okonkwo 

and others are humiliated--imprisoned and fined by the colonial government, cowered into 

submission. The denouement that follows is abrupt. During a meeting of his villagers for 

discussion of what Umuofia's response to these events will be, Okonkwo kills the government 

messenger who comes to tell them to dispense with their meeting. Intuitively, he understands that 

his days are numbered, and once again he acts quickly, without forethought.  

Afterward, the narrator tells us of the misunderstood hero, "[Okonkwo] knew that Umuofia 

would not go to war. He knew because they had let the other messengers escape. They had 

broken into tumult instead of action .... He heard voices asking: `Why did he do it?'" If nothing 

else, Okonkwo understands that his villagers will no longer fight, will no longer stand up as men 

against the Europeans. They have been cowered into pitiful submission. Okonkwo is now the 

odd man out, the true stranger to his people.  

That Okonkwo's villagers ask themselves why he killed the messenger is one of the most 

revealing lines in Achebe's novel but also a clue to understanding modern Ibo character. The 

rigidity of traditional Ibo society--its excessive emphasis on masculinity and inflexibility--

permitted Okonkwo to become the strong (and admired) man he was at the beginning of the 

novel. His wives and children cowered before him, his villagers identified him as one of the 

clan's greatest men. Yet these same villagers warned him about the consequences of his abrupt 

acts, and then questioned Okonkwo's killing of the messenger, implying that they realized that 



new forces were against them. There was no chance of pushing the Europeans away, of ignoring 

them and returning to the old order.  

 

Achebe hints at other reasons why his people were seduced so easily by the European culture. 

Money, worldly goods, and possessions have become appealing. European education and a less 

harsh religion (without a caste system) were also attractive. Thus, many Ibo people accepted the 

new dispensation, almost welcomed it. History simply marches on, even for those who attempt 

most to resist it.  

THE IBO PEOPLE TODAY  

In an interview in Africa Report a few years after the publication of Things Fall Apart, Achebe 

remarked: "The weakness of this particular society is its lack of adaptation, not being able to 

bend. But I can't say that this represents the Ibo people today. I think in [Okonkwo's] time, the 

strong men were those who did not bend and I think this was a fault in the culture itself." 

Achebe's statement is consistent with the remarks I have heard from Ibo students, who typically 

do not regard Okonkwo's stow as tragic or the novel as a tragedy. They have little sympathy for 

Okonkwo because of his inflexibility, because he won't adapt to the changes. Ironically, they 

regard Okonkwo's grandson, Obi Okonkwo, the protagonist of No Longer at Ease (1960), the 

sequel to Achebe's first novel, as a much more sympathetic, even tragic character. Obi, who 

works for the civil service, is caught taking bribes, brought to trial, and imprisoned. His situation 

is the more tragic, they contend, because he has brought dishonor to his villagers and will rot in 

prison.  

Granted, these are contemporary responses to Achebe's novels and the historical situations 

depicted within them. Yet of all the ethnic groups in West Africa, the Ibos, even before the 

arrival of the Europeans, admired achievement or individual initiative. Their social organization 

was acephalous, with no chief or ruler at the top, no powerful leader typical of many other 



African societies--a social structure that has often been likened to Western self-reliance and 

individualism. By midpoint in the twentieth century, when the great wave for independence 

swept across the African continent, the Ibos were generally regarded as more Westernized than 

other ethnic groups. They had adapted more fully to Western lifestyles and objectives; many had 

already acquired Western higher education. Traditional Ibo economic practices were also 

considered to have meshed more easily with Western ways than did those of other ethnic groups. 

The civil war in Nigeria during the late 1960s can be regarded as a backlash against the Ibos by 

other seemingly threatened ethnic groups who were fearful of the potential consequences--real or 

imagined-of dealing with "Westernized" Ibos. Even the negative press currently focused on 

Nigeria is related in part to the aggressiveness (or perhaps the excesses) of Ibo businessmen 

(read: individual initiative) throughout the world.  

Okonkwo seems far removed from the modern Ibo concept of self-expression. His acting as an 

individual--like Ahab in Moby-Dick or Cordelia in King Lear-would be unfathomable, despite 

his early transgressions. Because of his rigidity, he wants no part of the new dispensation, no 

change in his traditional world. When he kills the messenger, he acts alone--without forethought-

-destroying the solidarity of his people and losing their respect as he earlier lost the respect of his 

son. Since he will not bend, Okonkwo cannot merge into the future as have so many of his 

clansmen.  

There is no alternative for him but suicide, no point in waiting for the Europeans to bring him to 

trial and execute him. He will not give them that satisfaction. Thus, he acts one final time--taking 

his own life--and shows them what a true Iboman is like. He is not afraid of death or the 

consequences of suicide: He becomes an untouchable, denied a legitimate funeral, so his body 

must be disposed of in the evil forest. Unlike Ahab, who willingly brings about the death and 

destruction of an entire ship full of men; or Cordelia, whose sense of moral choice guides her 

measured acts, Okonkwo stands alone, outside his culture, indomitable, perhaps even blind, but 

true to his own inner self.  

Throughout Things Fall Apart, Chinua Achebe demonstrates that communal values (and regard) 

are the basis of character. When these values are abruptly altered, the experience will be 

especially wrenching for the person who does not bend with the times. In traditional societies, a 

man outside his community no longer has anything to sustain his life. His roots have been 

severed from Mother Earth, his homeland, the strength of the community. And suicide--so 

unusual in the past in Africa but not so rare in the West--what could be a more ironic final act for 

the fallen hero, no longer at the center of his culture but removed to the margins?  
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