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Okonkwo

By
Alexander Ekechukwu.

Turning and turning in the widening gyre
The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;1
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world
..

philosophy of history, no civilization can either remain static
or evolve forever towards a more inclusive perfection. It must both
collapse from within and be overwhelmed from without. Yeats looks
at Europe with its two-thousand-year-old tradition of Christian
civilization, which itself once made chaos of the values that preceded
2
it and was then collapsing before the inset of something new.
Achebe tries to analyse the Yeatian pattern from the standpoint of
In Yeats'

Umuofia. Here

one

finds

a

civilization in miniature, and the chaos

finds its way in through slight flaws in its structure, because the seeds
of disintegration are already in and become gradually visible.
The first time

wrestling

we

hear of

our

tragic

hero Okonkwo is

during

a

match:

"The drums beat and the flutes sang and the spectators held their
breath. Amalinze. was a wily craftsman, but Okonkwo was as

slippery as

a

fish in water

...

In the end Okonkwo threw the Cat."

(P.3t
Apart from the fame gained as a wrestler, Okonkwo has other
personal achievements admired by his tribe three wives, two titles,
and large barns full of yams. Though age was respected among the
Igbo, achievement was revered. Ottenberg put it this way: "Ibo
society is in a sense an "open" society in which positions of prestige,
,,4
authority, and leadership are largely achieved. It is not surprising
then that Okonkwo had no patience with unsuccessful men like his
-
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father Unoka, lazy and improvident. "He Unoka always said that
whenever he saw a dead man's mouth he saw the folly of not eating

what

had in one's lifetime."

(pp. 3-4). However, Okonkwo's
father, Unoka, had many endearing gifts; he was a flute-player of
genius and a good companion filled with the joy of life. In violently
repudiating all that his father represented, Okonkwo r.epudiates not
only his undignified irresponsibility, but also those positive qualities of
love, compassion and sensitivity. These are necessary aspects of the
society's code of values, which Umuofia also recognizes as requisite
one

for greatness.
The obsession with proving and preserving his manliness dominates
Okonkwo's entire life, both public and private. He ruled his household
with a heavy hand. Even in the informal, relaxed story-telling sessions,
Okonkwo sees a threat to himself; for these stories will make women
of his sons, make them like their grandfather rather than like himself.
"So Okonkwo

encouraged the boys to

told them stories of the land

-

sit with him in his

Obi, and he

masculine stories of violence and

Nwoye, he himselfhad achieved
much as a young man. In complaining about Nwoye's unmanliness,
Okonkwo says: "A bowl of pounded yams can throw him in a
wrestling match. "(p. 46).
Reacting against his father's effeminacy, Okonkwo is generally
oblivious of the overall balance which the clan ideally maintains
between manliness and its opposing principle; an ideal which can be
traced from some of their customs and social structures. There is, for
instance, the more or less consistent pattern of every male deity
mediating with the people through a priestess (e.g. Ezeani, the priest
of the earth goddess), p 21. And then, also, the custom of return to
motherland (for burial or consolation) in cases of death, misfortune, or
exile from the fatherland. It is Okonkwo's ignorance of this balance
that makes him overvalue manliness setting up a false system ofvalues
5
as a personal ethic.
Initially Okonkwo' s fanatical ambition to become one of the lords of
the clan, brings quick results; only later does the rigidity of his aims
begin to upset the equilibrium of a system developed in conformity
with a far less aggressive concept of character. His self-assertiveness

bloodshed."(p. 37).

Unlike his

son
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brings in its train a growing alienation between him and his family and
his clansmen. The incident which first dramatizes this growing
estrangement is the breaking of the week of peace. Furious with his
youngest wife for neglecting her duties, Okonkwo beats her severely:
"In his anger he had forgotten that it was the week of peace. His first
two wives ran out in great alarm pleading with him that it was the
sacred week. But Okonkwo was not the man to stop beating
somebody half-way through, not even for fear of a goddess" (p. 21).
His aggressive individualism must be punished and the balance of
forces re-established.

To highlight the abomination (nso ani) which Okonkwo committed
the

priest

of the earth

goddess refuses to

share kola nut

(caffein-rich

fruit ofthe cola acuminata): "Take away your kola nut. I shall not eat
in the house of a man who has no respect for our gods and ancestors."

Igbo, kola nut is a symbol of hospitality. Only a
serious rupture in relationship inhibits sharing kola nut together.
Holding a short staffin his hand which he brought down to emphasize
his point, the Ezeani continued: "We live in peace with our fellows to
honour our great goddess of the earth without whose blessing our
crops will not grow" (P. 22). In the end, Ezeani, the priest ofthe earth
goddess, defines his crime and imposes the fine, Okonkwo' s enemies
had something to talk about. "They called him the little bird nza who
so far forgot himself after a heavy meal that he challenged his chi" (p.
22).
The word chi is a very controversial topic in Igbo religion. Achebe,
perhaps, following Basden, inaccurately calls chi "personal god" (p
19t. In my opinion the recent interpretation given by Metuh would be
more acceptable to students ofIgbo religion. He writes as follows:
(P 21). Among

the

religious context, evokes three related
concepts namely: the 'Supreme Being', the 'Guardian Spirit', and
the idea of 'Destiny' or 'Fortune'. Only the context can show
which of the three is uppermost in an Igbo's mind when he uses
the word chi,'
The word chi used in

Fully conscious

of his

a

own

worth, Okonkwo manages

to exude an
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insecurity,

at Okonkwo's

the fearful

"courage"
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However, underneath that self-confidence lies a
death,

fear of being considered weak. Ikemefuna's

hands, is the crucial example of the destructive pride,

egocentricity,
even

at

member

which

compels
the cost of sacrificing
ofhis own household."

Okonkwo to prove his
a war hostage who had
The

aged

Ezeudu

warns

Okonkwo not to take part in the death ofIkemefuna: "That boy calls
you father. Do not bear a hand in his death.. Yes, Umuofia has
.

decided to kill him... The Oracle of the Hills and the Caves has
(P. 40). Achebe's oracle ofthe Hills and the Caves is
pronounced it
"

...

a

reference to the existence of oracles

prior

to the contact with

According
powerful of all legal
were
certain
well-known
instruments in Igboland
oracles which
functioned as the highest courts of appeal. The most famous were the
oracle of chuku at Aro-Chuku, the oracle of Igwe-ke-Ala at
Umunoha, and of Agbala of Awka." Mentioning one of the oracles
(Agbala) Achebe enumerates why people consuhed the oracles: "They
came when misfortune dogged their steps or when they had a dispute
with their neighbours. They came to discover what the future held for
them or to consult the spirits of their fathers." (P 12)
It is against this background that one would see Okonkwo's
dilemma. Loyalty to the public oracle ofthe tribe is in conflict with the
private loyalties of the home, and there is no chance of reconciliation.
Ezeudu proposes the most humane solution neither defy the gods by
resisting, nor offend one's conscience by assisting in the death. But
to
Okonkwo will not accept this casuistic balancing of claims. "He
heard Ikemefuna cry, 'My father, they have killed me: 'as he ran
towards him. Dazed with fear, Okonkwo drew his machete and cut
him down. He was afraid of being thought weak." (P 43) Okonkwo's
inner fear renders him incapable of accommodating competing claims.
He needs a clearly defined standard of conduct against which to
measure his will and achievements; when he cannot find this in
Umuofia, he radically oversimplifies the tribal ethic. Obierika
expresses the tribe's disapproval of this literal interpretation of the
oracle when he is questioned about his absence by Okonkwo:
Western culture.

to

Meek, the

most

-
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replied sharply. 'Had
as if you question the

authority and decision of the Oracle, who said he should die.' 'I
do not, why should I ? But the Oracle did not ask me to carry out
its decision. '(p.46).
Obierika seeks reconciliation,

at least

or

a

compromise,

between

the other hand, simply wants to
as possible, and his answer to

conflicting loyalties. Okonkwo,
as scrupulously
Obierika's warning is irrefutable: "The Earth cannot punish me for
obeying her messenger."(p 46). But Obierika is groping for a way out
of the cui de sac, a more positive synthesis of the dialectical claims
than the passive compromise he recommends to Okonkwo. The tribal
11
ethic, however, for all its flexibility cannot provide the answer. By
the Ikemefuna incident, the whole tribe and its values are beingjudged
and found wanting.
Though the decrees ofthe gods are always carried out with dispatch,
this does not preclude dialogue, probing, and debate, aptly
demonstrated in the pathetic case of Ikemefuna where the parties
involved in the conflict are allowed to present their opposing, even
hostile views. This democratic model symptomatic oflgbo society is
geared towards the maintenance of internal social harmony and good
on

fulfil his duties

external relations.
In the

case

the

which modern lawyers might call "Uzowulu versus
spirit of traditionalism is shown in clear relief in the

Mgbafo",
adjudication of cases involving members ofthe same community. The
case is heard by the citizens Assembly, presided over by nine masked
ancestral spirits (egwugwu) representing the nine villages of the
Umuofia village group. Typical of Igbo traditional society, here the
natural world is penetrated by the supernatural. The adult Umuofian
knows that the forms ofthe nine masked ancestral spirits are those of
respected living counsellors. ''Okonkwo's wives, and perhaps other
women as well, might have noticed that the second egwugwu had the
springly walk ofOkonkwo But if they thought these things they kept
them within themselves"(p 64). The man in the disguise that
depersonalised him, speaks with the supernatural wisdom of the
...
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On the egwugwu

or

Mmo Meek writes: "The Mmo

are

...

Ancestral

spirits personated by maskers who appear in public at seasonal
periods, at festivals, and at celebrations of final funeral rites.,,13 The
case of spirits who speak in esoteric language and judging cases does
not have any support from the ethnography ofthe Igbo.It would seem
that Achebe wanted to dramatize the judicial role of patrilineal elders
in their capacity as representatives of the ancestors. Through the
instrumentality of Evil Forest, Achebe accurately summarizes the aims
of Igbo legal process: "we have heard both sides of the case," said
Evil Forest. 'Our duty is not to blame this man orto praise that, but to
settle the dispute "'(p 66). Oratory is an asset in announcing decisions.
On this Meek writes: "The announcers of decisions were always
prominent personages at councils or trials. They had usually to be men
of good address and to have a sound knowledge of the customary
procedure.?'" Proverbs become an asset. Igbo legal process aims to
balance the disputing claims in order to achieve justice.
Note that in the "Uzowulu versus Mgbafo" case, Mgbafo is
represented by Odukwe, her eldest brother, partly because she cannot
as a woman speak before the masked ancestral spirits and partly
because her close kin represent her as of right." Here Achebe
insinuates the subtle status of woman in Igboland.

The execution ofIkemefuna is the

genesis ofOkonkwo's decline; for

it initiates the series of catastrophes that end with his death. At first

cock

crow

Traditional

the ekwe announced the death of the elder, Ezeudu.
Igbo society had two major news media through the

town crier and

-

by contacts in the village markets. Because he died in a

ripe old age his funeral was grand. In a funeral rite to usher him as an
ancestor, Okonkwo's gun had exploded and a piece of iron had killed
the dead man's

son.

It

was a

crime

against

goddess "The
clan
(P 87).

the earth

open to Okonkwo was to flee from the
Almost following Meek Achebe writes on this: ''Even if a

only

course

"

...

man

killed

his brother accidentally, he had to fly and remain away for a period of
one month.?" Okonkwo has now become the victim of the tribal

values he has

one-sidedly been trying to defend. A large crowd from
Ezeudu's compound demolished Okonkwo's compound as he fled to
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his mother's town. Even Obierika, Okonkwo's greatest friend was
with the group. Why? "They were merely cleansing the land which

Okonkwo had

polluted

with

a

blood of a clansman"

(p 87).

On such

incidents Meek writes:

Immediately retaliation was made of the kin ofthe murdered man
...

,

and the property of the immediate relatives of the murderer
pillaged In consequence the murderer was expected by

was

his

...

own

...

family to commit suicide immediately, in order to save
family from attack and their property from spoliation."

the whole

In his usual reflective mood Obierika

questions

the dictates of the

inscrutable tribal

gods: ''why should a man suffer so grievously for an
inadvertently?" (P 87). The traditional
him.
He is rebelling against a system in
answer no longer satisfies
which two sets of values, the tribal and the personal, are juxtaposed
but remain quite distinct: "He remembered his wife's twin children,
whom he had thrown away. What crime had they committed?" (p 87).
On the logic behind the treatment oftwins Basden writes: "The order
for mankind is to propagate by means of single births; there must be a
difference between the human species and brute creation. To function
as animal is to degrade humanity; a mother of twins is brought down
offence he had committed

to the level ofa common beast."

18

Obierika first consoles his friend and then

destroys

his

compound;

the father of twins must become the
The dilemma is

additionally

the

roles

demanded

by the double
responsibilities."
against Umuofia
values will be carried to its logical conclusion byNwoye's defection to
the new religion.
Okonkwo brooded over his calamity. His chi was not made for great
things. Uchenna consoles him with lectures on the symbolism of
motherhood. Suffering and sorrow are an integral part of life, however
meticulous one obeys the dictates of the gods. Therefore it is the
highest of folly to ignore the female, maternal side ofthe tribal ethic,
for this provides the comfort and sympathy which alleviates the

required

to

act

both

goddess' agent and destroy them.
painful because one person is frequently

Obierika' s reflective rebellion
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injustice of life.
is buried there."(p 94)

the contradictions and

20

mother is there to protect you. She
In the meantime the Christian missionaries had arrived ·in the

"Your

region

and made converts. "Chielo, the priestess of Agbala called the
converts the excrement of the clan, and the new faith was a mad dog
that had

come

to eat it

up" (p 101).

The

only disturbing piece of news
teaching gave articulate

has joined the converts. Their

is that

Nwoye
expression to much that he had felt and never dared to think aloud; for
his conversion is partly in response to the shortcomings of his own
society. "It was not the mad logic of the Trinity that captivated him.
He did not understand it. It was the poetry of the new religion,
the
sat
in
a
about
brothers
who
darkness
seemed
to
answer
vague
hymn
and persistent question that haunted his young soul- the question of
the twins crying in the bush and the question oflkemefuna who was
killed." (P 104). Nwoye was an easy convert, and Okonkwo, true to
...

...

his

character, disowned him.
For Okonkwo, "to abandon the gods of one's father and go about
with a lot of effeminate men clucking like old hens was the very depth
of abomination"{p 1 08). The responsibility for performing the final
funeral rites which establishes

a

departed

elder

as an

ancestor falls

mainly on the principal heir. Because of his prospects as an ancestor,
Okonkwo equated Nwoye's conversion as an annihilation if all his
sons followed him. "He saw himself and his father crowding round
their ancestral shrine waiting in vain for worship and sacrifice
(p.
108). Contrast Okonkwo's reaction to Nwoye's conversion to the
flexibility and foresightedness ofEzeulu in Achebe' s Arrow ofGod: "I
want one of my sons to join these people and be my eye there. If there
is nothing in it you will come back my spirit tells me that those who
do not befriend the white man today will be saying had we known
tomorrow.'?"
In Umuofia, flexibility allows room for Christianity which in turn
contributes to the passing of the traditional ways. Mr. Brown in an
acute discussion with the elder Akunna realised that he cannot win by
a frontal attack. Smith's successor rejects the policy of mutual
"

...

...

accommodation.
After

seven

years of exile, Okonkwo finds that things have

changed
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in his home village. White missionaries have made converts and white

have also set up a court "Where the District Commissioner
judged cases in ignorance" (p. 123). Doggedly Okonkwo is hell-bent
men

change, to nip in the bud an new influences from outside, lest
they
society's values. His sustained incapacity for
or
adjustment
compromise sparks off his final tragedy." Obierika,
who understood the mood of the time sums up the changing scene
to avert

enervate his

thus:
The white

is very clever. He came quietly and peaceably
with his religion. We were amused at his foolishness and
man

allowed him to stay. Now he has won our brothers, and our clan
can no longer act like one. He has put a knife on the things that
held

us

together and we have fallen apart."(p. 124f.)

The new faith possesses an appeal sufficiently strong to challenge
and undermine the old religion At the same time, through the

placed on palm oil and palm kernels, the
society gains precedence. The traditional
acquisitive
balance is upset." ''Okonkwo was deeply grieved He mourned for
the c1an, which he saw breaking apart, and he mourned for the Wdflike
men of Umuofia, who had so unaccountably become soft like
women"(p. 129).
Meanwhile the imprudence of the new converts under the aegis of
the tactless Mr. Smith was bringing matters to a head. Mr. Smith
suspended a woman for allowing her heathen husband to mutilate her
dead child, said to be an ogbanje (p. 130). Isichei explains ogbanje as
a wicked spirit which takes the form of a beautiful child. He is
constantly reborn in a family, and constantly dies, tormenting the
unfortunate parents. This may be an explanation of sickle-cell
24
incentives of the

new

value

nature of the

...

•

anaemia,

The fanaticism of Enoch led to the

unmasking ofthe ancestral spirit

culture this is

an abomination. ''The other
(egwugwu).
Igbo
egwugwu immediately surrounded their desecrated companion, to
shield him from the profane gaze ofwomen and children, "(p. 131).

In

...

Umuofia was thrown into confusion for Enoch had struck at the heart
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of the clan. The mask of the egwugwu epitomizes the duality of roles
by which the inscrutable world of the gods and the human world are

uneasily accommodated. Enoch's action challenges this strategy.
The egwugwu destroy both Enoch's compound and the church, and
Umuofia is placated. Through a combination of treachery and naked
show of power the District Commissioner arrests the six leaders ofthe

people, offers them no opportunity to defend themselves and then
proceeds to harangue them in a speech that contradicts his action:
"We have a court oflaw where we judge cases and administer justice
as it is done in my country under a great queen." (P. 137). The
treachery of District Commissioners was so common that as early as
1900 Major Gallway wrote to Sir Ralph Moore in protest: "The
practice of calling chiefs to meetings and then seizing them has
resulted in a general distrust of the government and its policy"."
Corruption of the morals of the colonial officers themselves was one
of the fruits of 'pacification?
Okonkwo is infuriated by the treatment he has received. ''Before he
had gone to bed he had brought down his war dress" (p. 141). This is
a chance to redress the mysterious setbacks to his career, the
...

frustration of the years ofexile. "IfUmuofia decide on war, all would
be well. But if they chose to be cowards he would go out and avenge
himself"(p. 141). Okonkwo hopes to recover his past authority by

solving the new problems in the old way. But the old ways are no
longer applicable, for the tnbe is divided.
In a meeting convoked to discuss the new developments, the head
messenger orders the meeting to stop in the Dame of the white man.
WIth two blows ofhis machete Okonkwo beheads the man and knows

immediately that the tribe will not support his

action. "He knew that

Umuofia would not go to war. He knew because they had let the other
messengers escape... He discerned fright in that tumult. He heard
voices

asking: 'why did he do it?' (P 144f.)
Okonkwo, seeing that the world he belonged to was dead, went
away and hanged himself. His isolation and suicide are inevitable and
they provide the:final example of the dislocation between the. human
predicament and the divine decrees." Okonkwo' s suicide is, as
Obierika explains, an offence against the earth, an abomination. His
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clansmen cannot touch him; cannot bury him; cannot consider him one

of their

own.

In

death,

as

in

life, Okonkwo's commitment

to

achievement through violence ostracizes him from the very society he

sought so desperately to champion and honour."
Turning to the District Commissioner, in what looks like an epitaph,
Obierika said ferociously: "That man was one of the greatest men in
Umuofia, You drove him to kill himself; and now he will be buried like
a

dog "(p. 147).
...

The ethnocentric bias of the Commissioner's

imperial

handbook

underlines the historical inability of the Western scholar to emancipate
himself from the usual perspectives on African ''primitives''. But here,
too, Acbebe's handling of the colonizer's viewpoint is influenced by
the ironic ambiguity with which the African novelist invests his

European tools. The white colonist lacks the capacity to perceive the
human dimensions ofOkonkwo's

Thus the

anthropological
machinery of the Commissioner's book will reduce the Igbo warrior to
a sensational paragraph on the irrational violence ofthe "savage". But
Achebe's historical novel has used this same machinery to present the
"primitive" as a complex human being who reflects, and is a part of:
Africa's history." However, as in all human societies, Achebe was not
tragedy.

blind to the limitations ofUmuofia. As twins

were

abandoned in the

forest, Ogbanje
dumped in the evil
forest; those who died of swelling sickness were abandoned in Evil
fprest; suicides were buried like dogs; and Osu or those consecrated
evil

were

to the service ofthe

mutilated and then

gods are denied contact with other human beings

and at death dumped in the evil forest.
Our tragic hero,

granted that he

fully realized traditional character and like other
a distinctly individual trait. Judging from this
beings,
paper by the values ofUmuofia his inadequacies are very apparent.
human

1

is

Okonkwo, is not the representative ofthe Igbo race
a

he has

Cf. Yeats, The Second Coming, Quoted in G.D. Killiam, The Novels

of Chinua

Achebe (London, 1969), p. 13.
2

A.G.

Stock, "Yeats and Achebe" in C. :. Innes & B. Lindfors (eds.), Critical
Perspectives On Chinua Achebe (Washington D.C., 1978), p. 86f.
3
C. Achebe, Things Fall Apart (Heinemann 1983), p. 3. All quotations and page
references in this paper

are

from this edition
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