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The Worth of Women in Things Fall Apart

From the seductive and manipulative femme fatale to the innocent and obedient housewife, the manner in which women are portrayed is constantly changing. In William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream, Helena appears to be pathetic and love sick. Yet in The Odyssey, Homer’s enchanting sirens embody temptation and power.  Accordingly, it is evident that throughout the course of literature, women have been portrayed as fulfilling different and distinctive roles in their respective societies. At times, these roles convey worthlessness and subordination, and at times they speak of empowerment and significance. In Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, the role of women may be misconstrued as inconsequential and undignified; however, the Igbo culture that Achebe describes does not promote the degradation of women. In fact, in Things Fall Apart, the concept of femininity plays a vital role in the Igbo society, as well as the overall plot of the novel. 

Focusing on the rise and fall of Okonkwo, a strong yet stubborn member of the Igbo clan, Things Fall Apart depicts the Nigerian village of Umuofia as it approaches a future of change and the turmoil of colonization. Within the Igbo society, a number of religious and cultural customs indicate the importance of femininity to the citizens of Umuofia. Perhaps the most compelling example of these traditions is “the Feast of the New Yam…an occasion for giving thanks to Ani, the earth goddess” (Achebe 36). Not only is the power of this female goddess celebrated, she is described as “play[ing] a greater part in the life of the people than any other deity”(36). The Igbo peoples, who survive off of the fertility of the earth, therefore associate a female goddess with undoubtedly the most important aspect of their lives: resources necessary to their existence. In addition to this, the clan fear and admire the earth goddess as she is also “the ultimate judge of morality and conduct”(36), two concepts which play essential roles in the culture of the Igbo. Another component of the Igbo religion that illustrates the significance of women is their use of “Chielo, the priestess of Agbala” (100), who acts as a spiritual medium between villagers and the oracle. She holds a position of authority as a religious figure, which confirms her status as a well-respected female.  The religion of the Igbo people is central to their beliefs, principals and the customs of their culture. Consequently, the inclusion of women in the Igbo religion indicates the great value that is given to the feminine qualities that are vital to their community. 


However, for all the significance attributed to females in the novel, it must be acknowledged that Things Fall Apart is far from void of chauvinistic observations and ideas. Okonkwo, the protagoinist of the novel, equates femininity with weakness, which is apparent when he shares the opinion that, “no matter how prosperous a man [is], if he [is] unable to rule his women and his children (and especially his women) then he [is] not really a man” (53). This notion that women should be dominated, and are therefore ineffectual in relation to men, is one that reflects blatantly sexist ideals. Moreover, during a gathering of the village council, Okonkwo insults a man by “call[ing] him a woman”(26). In Umuofia, a man who holds no titles is considered to be inferior. Therefore, Okonkwo connects “woman” with this “weakness” by using the concept of femininity in a derogatory manner. Furthermore, when Okonkwo is sad and troubled by the death of a young boy, he feels as though he is showing vulnerability, and tells himself, “Okonkwo, you have become a woman indeed”(65). Once again Okonkwo uses feminine qualities in a demeaning manner, thus communicating the presence of sexism within the novel.  Although these instances may seem to suggest an aversion to feminine attributes in the Igbo culture, the opposite is in fact true. In the novel, it is primarily Okonkwo who feels adamant about the weakness of women, whereas the majority of the Igbo peoples exhibit a deep appreciation for the feminine characteristics which fuel, unite and strengthen their community.

While Okonkwo perceives feminine qualities, such as love and attachment, to imply weakness, Achebe uses other significant members of the Igbo village to represent a positive view of females in Umuofia. Obeirika, one of Okonkwo’s closest and most influential friends, illustrates an understanding of the importance of femininity when he reflects on the story of Ndulue and Ozonemena, an Igbo couple who were said to “[have] one mind”(68). Obierika explains that as a young boy, Ozoemena, “could not do anything without telling [Nudule]”(68). Okonkwo is confused by this situation as it suggests that the female, Nudule, held more power in their relationship. This bewilders Okonkwo who believes Ozoemena to have been “a strong man in his youth”(68). Obierika replies that, “he was indeed [strong]”(68), thus establishing Obierika’s understanding that “feminine” and “strong” are two concepts which can in truth be connected. In this way, Okonkwo’s chauvinistic ideals are contradicted by the true values of the Igbo peoples, demonstrating an appreciation for the characteristics of women. This approbation of women is further exemplified during the town council meeting, when a husband and wife are put on trial against each other. The village council of elders decides to rule in favor of the woman, and instructs the man to, “beg [his] wife to return to [him]”(93). By supporting the woman, the village council shows a sense of equality and respect for females. If women were simply seen as property in the Igbo culture, the council would have undoubtedly opposed the woman’s claims, giving her to the man. This is not to articulate that women and men in Umuofia are perceived as entirely equal, however it does demonstrate a certain respect for women and their roles in the Igbo society. 

Despite Okonkwo’s utter lack of consideration for the female qualities in the Igbo culture, femininity plays an imperative role in the course of his life. When he is exiled, he travels to his motherland as, “a man belongs to his fatherland when things are good and life is sweet. But when there is sorrow and bitterness he finds refuge in his motherland”(134). This idea of the motherland as a place of safety attributes a significance to the feminine quality of compassion and the urge to protect and nurture. Also, by making the motherland imperative to Okonkwo’s survival, Achebe emphasizes the importance of the feminine aspects of Okonkwo’s life, though Okonkwo does not acknowledge this himself. Furthermore, Okonkwo’s uncle displays a profound reverence for femininity when he says, “mother is supreme”(134). This reflects the ideals of the Igbo people, a society that recognizes the power and influence of women. 

Perhaps Achebe’s most evident attempt to portray the significance of women within the Igbo clan occurs with the death of the protagonist in the novel.  Okonkwo, who unquestionably equates femininity with weakness, comes to his ultimate downfall because of his inability to appreciate feminine qualities, such as love, compassion and sensitivity. Instead, he acts out in irrational violence, killing the messenger of his enemy and simply, “wip[ing] his machete on the sand and [going] away”(205). This final act marks the peak of his life long endeavor to avoid weakness and femininity. Soon after this incident, Okonkwo hangs himself in an attempt to avoid submitting to his enemies and showing vulnerability. However, in the Igbo culture, individuals who commit suicide are unclean and are not given an honorable burial, meaning Okonkwo is finally put to rest in a position of inferiority. This turn of events, which mocks Okonkwo’s fear of being thought feminine, questions his values and reflects on the need for acceptance. By revealing the folly behind Okonkwo’s lack of femininity, Achebe emphasizes the importance of feminine characteristics within the Igbo culture. Consequently, femininity plays an essential role in both the plot of novel, and the fundamental nature of the Igbo culture.   

Although misinterpreted theories of this novel may identify it as being derogatory, casting women as “weak” and “inferior,” there is an abundance of evidence that refutes this very point of view. Throughout the course of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, a plethora of characters, events, and concepts illustrate the value of feminine qualities within the Igbo culture. Just as the presence of femininity in Things Fall Apart is central to the plot and prosperity of the Igbo culture, the role of women throughout various works of literature often shapes and defines the stories in which they appear. This undeniable influence makes it impossible to doubt the capability of women, with whatever tools they posses, to create impact and change.  

