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The Fragility of the Great: A Study of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart

Manas Ranjan Chaudhuri

The general notion of interpreting Okonkwo as a tragic hero in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart falls 
short of perfection if the text is analyzed through the opposite angle of a telescope. Taking a cue from 
Dr. Debasish Chattopadhyay (2006), a different standpoint can be established where the apparent heroic 
greatness of the character Okonkwo is dwarfed when viewed through the lens of the marginalized figures of 
the novel. The study needs to show how the marginalized characters like Unoka, Nwoye, Ekwefi, Uchendu 
and Obierika among others eventually dismantle the honorific centre and represent the voice of a balanced 
and flexible view of life necessary for survival in an adverse and changing epoch. An understanding of 
the array of alternative philosophies from the standpoint of these minor characters and the inadequacy and 
incompatibility of Okonkwo in the face of a new dominating religion and a new culture are necessary to 
comprehend the character of the protagonist in its entirety.

The story of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart revolves round the rise and fall of its protagonist Okonkwo, 
but an analysis of his character cannot be done in isolation. His character needs to be interpreted in the 
ethnical context of its historical and temporal location. The novel begins in the late nineteenth century, 
when the British colonizers had not put their feet in the innermost parts of West Africa like Umuofia, which 
was populated by the agrarian Igbo community. The novel’s main concern is to depict the fall of the Igbo 
clan and its culture, as enacted through its protagonist, Okonkwo. He was a man of strong will, always 
trying to conform to the apparent masculine ideology of the Igbo culture –‘Age was respected among his 
people, but achievement was revered.’(Ch. 1, p. 6). The narrator builds his character in concrete terms - 
‘He was a man of action, a man of war’ (Ch. 2, p. 9). He made his own fortune as ‘his fame rested on solid 
personal achievements’ (Ch. 1, p. 3). He is presented as a successful man - ‘Okonkwo was clearly cut out 
for great things’ (Ch.1, p.6). The narrator diligently frames the greatness of the protagonist with these 
eulogistic epithets.

We can quote some relevant interpretations on purpose to support this idea of Okonkwo’s greatness. 
“Okonkwo represents a hyper-masculinized manifestation of his culture’s patriarchal ideals.”1 G. D. 
Killam describes Okonkwo as ‘the embodiment of Ibo values, a man who better than most symbolized his 
race.’2 C. L. Innes opines: ‘the reader never doubts that he is the product of his society’s system . . . He is . 
. . a type of his society.’3 Abiola Irele emphasizes ‘his physicality, all projected outward . . . in such a way 
as to constitute him as the incarnation of his

society’s ideal of manhood’4 But his physicality is in total disharmony with any psychological depth 
or intellectual complexity found in the other great tragic heroes like Macbeth or Oedipus. He is a flat 
character which is revealed through a detailed analysis of the dichotomy inherent in him as he cannot 
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unify or overcome this gap which causes his fall. According to Simon Gikandi there is a “duality 
involved in Okonkwo’s construction as a subject: at the beginning of the novel he is represented as 
a cultural hero . . . a symbolic receptacle of the village’s central doctrines. But Okonkwo is notably 
characterized by his displacement from the Umuofia mainstream.”5 It is true that he could imbibe 
only the masculine ethos of the Igbo society and deliberately neglected its submerged forbearing 
nature. His catastrophe, at the end of the novel, lies in this one- dimensional and inflexible attitude 
to life.

The overreaching narrative of Okonkwo’s downfall is the resultant catastrophe of his hubris. Ato 
Quayson generalizes the prevalent interpretation regarding the cause of Okonkwo’s downfall as 
‘a neurotic concern with manliness’.6 In his desire to be at the top of the society, he is relentless. 
As opined by Abiola Irele, Okonkwo has ‘obsessive single-mindedness that soon degenerates into 
egocentricity.’7And it is this extremity of his adherence to his male identity, conforming to the 
masculine discourse of the Igbo community and its male-dominated institutions where the women 
folk and the so-called ‘weaker’ males are restricted to the fringes in the hierarchical order. That 
is the reason Okonkwo hates everything that is not ‘manly’. He could not endure any ‘feminine’ 
virtues of softness and patience. C.L. Innes marked it as a flaw as he was ‘unable to acknowledge 
the mythic implications of femininity and its values’8. Okonkwo’s failure to realize and accept the 
powerful ‘female principle’9 pervading the whole society of Umuofia results in the imbalance of his 
character and ultimately it leads to his downfall. Thus, it can be logically argued that Okonkwo’s 
representation of the Igbo society is incomplete and myopic as he could not comprehend the essential 
balance inherent in its cultural, social and religious philosophy of life, shared by the majority of the 
clan. Achebe himself makes it clear in one of his interviews:

This is a society in Things Fall Apart that believes in strength and manliness and the masculine 
ideals. Okonkwo accepts them in a rather literal sense . . . [and] the culture ‘betrays’ him. He 
is ‘betrayed’ because he’s doing exactly what the culture preaches. But you see, the culture 
is devious and flexible, because if it wasn’t it wouldn’t survive. The culture says you must 
be strong, you must be this and that, but when the moment comes for absolute strength 
the culture says, no, hold it! The culture has to be ambivalent, so it immediately raises the 
virtues of the women, of love, of tenderness . . . and holds up abominations: You cannot do 
this, even though the cultural norms say you must do it.10

Okonkwo’s notion of the patriarchal discourse of the Umuofian society is based on this male- 
female binarism. He takes on his shoulder, as if, the burden of upholding the uncompromisable 
masculine principles. The other characters like Unoka, his father; Nwoye, his son; Ikemefi, his 
wife are chauvinistically judged by him as deviations from that standard. As a consequence of his 
rigidity and inflexibility, his relationship with others is shaken. But these figures, as also Obierika, 
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his friend, in the background posit, affirm and practise alternative philosophies of life. They do 
not cherish the negative attributes like intolerance, impatience, and violence which, ironically, 
‘decorate’ Okonkwo’s character. He is a stellar figure in his society, admired and esteemed highly 
for his achievements, his strength and courage, but he is not beyond any criticism. We can cite 
some examples to demythicize his heroic aura. Firstly, during a meeting on the next ancestral feast, 
Okonkwo insults Osugo, a non-titled common man, but he is highly rebuked for that. His society 
does not support him at all:

Only a week ago a man had contradicted him at a kindred meeting which they held to discuss 
the next ancestral feast. Without looking at the man Okonkwo had said: “This meeting is for 
men.” The man who had contradicted him had no titles. That was why he had called him a 
woman. Okonkwo knew how to kill a man’s spirit.

Everybody at the kindred meeting took sides with Osugo when Okonkwo called him a 
woman. The oldest man present said sternly that those whose palm-kernels were cracked 
for them by a benevolent spirit should not forget to be humble. Okonkwo said he was sorry 
for what he had said, and the meeting continued. (Ch. 4, p. 20)

Secondly, Okonkwo’s thoughtless action is evident in his beating his wife Ojiugo during the sacred 
Week of Peace, maintained to honour goddess Ani. When even ‘a man does not say a harsh word to 
his neighbour’, Okonkwo abuses his wife physically:

And when she returned he beat her very heavily. 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. (Ch. 4, p. 22)

His action is a sacrilegious transgression of ‘nso-ani’ and so, Ezeani, goddess Ani’s priest, angrily 
admonishes Okonkwo for this offence:

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 shall all 
perish. (Ch. 4, p. 23)

Moreover, he attracts criticism from all corners of the society. Ogbuefi Ezeudu, the oldest member in 
the clan reminds him of the more severe punishment in the past for the same offence. His manliness 
lacks control of a leader to maintain the equilibrium in a society. His dominant male psychology 
breeds nothing but violence. Abiola Irele’s interpretation is relevant here: “In a way, Okonkwo’s 
way of conforming, besides being an inverted sort of nonconformity, is a perversion. The meaning 
he attaches to ‘manliness’ amounts to fierceness, and violence. His insistence is such that he 
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becomes a menace to his society even within the limits of its code.”11 Thus, the dichotomy between 
Okonkwo’s ideal and his actions are exposed. According to David Whittaker and Mpalive-Hangson 
Msiska (2007), “Achebe creates a tension between the duality of Okonkwo’s flawed individual 
subjectivity and his metonymic status as a ‘heroic embodiment’ of communal values and ideals, 
which becomes increasingly problematic as the novel progresses.”12

Again, the fact that he becomes dehumanized to a great extent, by deliberately suppressing the 
ordinary softer feelings is exemplified in his participation in the killing of Ikemefuna, the lovable 
hostage who called him father. His neurotic concern with ‘manliness’ makes him immune even to 
the natural feelings of paternal love. Ogbudi Ezeudu forewarns him well in advance, “That boy 
calls you father. Do not bear a hand in his death.” (Ch. 7, p. 41). However, Okonkwo, though fond 
of that poor boy, tragically leads the delegation of fierce butchers who are to execute the dictum of 
the oracle:

As the man who had cleared his throat drew up and raised his matchet, Okonkwo looked 
away. He heard the blow. The pot fell and broke in the sand. 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. (Ch. 7, p. 44).

Okonkwo has to prove that he is not weak. Florence Stratton comments, “It is this fear – a fear 
of femininity – that impels Okonkwo to participate in the killing of Ikemefuna, the act which 
inaugurates his own decline.”13 This act of savagery is ‘cowardice’ and it is in sharp contrast to 
Ekwefi’s courageous nocturnal pursuit of Chielo for her daughter’s (Ezinma) safety and well- being 
which exhibits a natural maternal instinct. She has been even ready to defy the god (Agbala) in 
defending her daughter, when she was waiting outside the cave. But Okonkwo has failed

miserably here, as he forcefully suppressed his instincts and became an active agent in Ikemefuna’s 
ritual killing. Ekwefi’s ‘manliness’ in her bold pursuit has a positive force of humanity, which was 
antithetical to Okonkwo’s destructive ‘egoism’. Though his memory bites him back, he cheers 
himself up once more with his false notion of manliness:

“When did you become a shivering old woman,” Okonkwo asked himself, “you, who are 
known in all the nine villages for your valour in war? How can a man who has killed five 
men in battle fall to pieces because he has added a boy to their number? Okonkwo, you have 
become a woman indeed.” (Ch. 7, p. 47).

Immediately later in a conversation with Obierika his latest act of ‘manliness’ is reprimanded:

“I cannot understand why you refused to come with us to kill that boy,” he asked Obierika. 
“Because I did not want to,” Obierika replied sharply. “I had something better to do.”
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“You sound as if you question the authority and the 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.”

“But someone had to do it. If we were all afraid of blood, it would not be done. And what 
do you think the Oracle would do then?”

“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 action for 
which the goddess wipes out whole families.”

“The Earth cannot punish me for obeying her messenger,” Okonkwo said. “A child’s fingers 
are not scalded by a piece of hot yam which its mother puts into its palm.”

“That is true,” Obierika agreed. “But if the Oracle said that my son should be killed, I would 
neither dispute it nor be the one to do it.” (Ch. 8, pp. 48-49)

Obierika is the voice of balance and common sense in sharp contrast to the recklessness and 
irrationality of his friend. It is not Okonkwo’s, but Obierika’s ‘human feelings’ represent the Igbo 
community as a whole.

The society’s verdict on Okonkwo’s inadvertent killing of Ezeudu’s son during a funeral ceremony 
is not sympathetic to him at all as he is exiled for seven years for this accidental killing of a 
clansman. This is a serious offence against the earth goddess Ani. Okonkwo and his family have to 
take refuge in his mother’s village as he has no place in the land of his father. Uchendu, his maternal 
uncle, espouses this ritual as a natural one because a child always finds solace in his mother’s lap 
in his bitter time:

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. And that is why we say that mother 
is supreme (Ch. 14, pp. – 98-99).

The proposition that Okonkwo has achieved greatness through his suffering is also minimized 
when Uchendu reflects on the general condition of human suffering:

You think you are the greatest sufferer in the world? Do you know that men are sometimes 
banished for life? Do you know that men sometimes lose all their yams and even their 
children? I had six wives once. I have none now except that young girl who knows not her 
right from her left. Do you know how many children I have buried - children I begot in my 
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youth and strength? Twenty-two. I did not hang myself, and I am still alive. If you think 
you are the greatest sufferer in the world ask my daughter, Akueni, how many twins she has 
borne and thrown away. (Ch. 14, p. – 99).

The wisdom of the old man who has firm belief in the nomenclature ‘Nneka’ which means ‘mother 
is supreme’ overshadows Okonkwo and his sole emphasis on masculinity as ‘ordinary’ and one-
eyed. Thus, his function in this novel is that of a moral guide to the ‘naïve’ protagonist. Uchendu 
and Obierika are therefore the enlightened margins of the novel who help in exposing the immature 
centre.

When Obierika apprehended the danger of the white men, no one in Umuofia bothered much 
about it. When the missionaries first placed their feet on their soil, they treated them as unwanted, 
marginalized and granting them a piece of land in the ‘Evil Forest’. The first Christian missionaries 
who are tolerant enough are dismissed as womanish by Okonkwo – “a lot of effeminate men 
clucking like old hens.” (Ch. 17, p. 110) He felt himself superior to them as a ‘male’ representative 
of Umuofia. But this dismissal hit back as a boomerang as in the newly founded church, the already 
marginalized section of the Igbo society – the efulefus, the osus, and the agbalas, find a place to 
breathe freely. They shifted their allegiance from an oppressing social

structure to the foreigners. Eventually, the society became weaker and this process of emasculation 
became fatal both for Okonkwo in particular and Umuofia as a whole. Obierika is prudent enough 
to realize the predicament. To Okonkwo’s optimistic declaration – “We must fight these men and 
drive them from the land” – Obierika sadly said, “It is already too late.” (Ch. 20, p. 128) The 
powerful colonial British administration forcefully manipulated the subversion of the male -female 
hierarchy exemplified in the pathetic humiliation of Okonkwo along with other five ‘brave leaders’ 
of Umuofia at the court house, when the head massager ‘shaved off all the hair on the men’s 
heads’(Ch. 23, p. 142). Then later in the day a messenger ‘hit each man a few blows on the head and 
back. Okonkwo was choked with hate.’ (Ch. 23, p. 142) When they were released and came back, 
their deplorable condition aroused nothing but pity, “But the men wore such heavy and fearsome 
looks that the women and children did not say “nno” or “welcome” to them.” (Ch. 24, p. 144) 
Okonkwo, disheartened, lamented “worthy men are no more”. He remembered the past glories of 
chivalric fits in the war- “Those were days when men were men” (Ch. 24, p. 145)

In the gathering, Okonkwo expected to stir violent rebellion to seek revenge of the humiliation but, 
to his utter dismay he discovers his clan had lost its thunder. Their silence bears their effeminate 
confusion. In his desperation, he unleashes his anger and kills the court messenger. But his 
disillusionment is almost tragic:

Okonkwo stood looking at the dead man. He knew that Umuofia would not go to war. 
He knew because they had let the other messengers escape. They had broken into tumult 
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instead of action. He discerned fright in that tumult. He heard voices asking: “Why did he 
do it?” He wiped his machete on the sand and went away. (Ch. 24, p. 149).

Okonkwo’s subsequent suicide is the culmination of the process of emasculation. Ato Quayson 
remarks, “In that sense, the narrative depicts Umuofia’s ‘castration’, with Okonkwo’s suicide 
representing the ultimate overthrow of its masculinity.”14 His suicide clearly illustrates his refusal 
of a new order and also his incapability to cope with a changing regime. His abject surrender marks 
the fall of a flawed hero along with the collapse of the old order of his clan’s masculine ideology. 
A man who wanted to reign in lone splendour, died in the most unheroic way, alienated from and 
rejected by its society, as suicide is a crime against the earth goddess. It is ignominious:

“It is against our custom,” said one of the men. “It is an abomination for a man to take his 
own life. It is an offence against the Earth, and a man who commits it will not be buried

by his clansmen. His body is evil, and only strangers may touch it. That is why we ask your 
people to bring him down, because you are strangers.” (Ch. - 25, p. 151)

Okonkwo’s death at his own hands mirrors his falher, Unoka’s death - a death that is both shameful 
and dishonorable. Okonkwo can no longer join the world of the ancestors. It is a grim irony that 
he ultimately becomes what he hated most to be – “And indeed he was possessed by the fear of 
his father’s contemptible life and shameful death.” (Ch. - 25, p. 151). His exasperation has been to 
erase the stigma of parental identity as his father was a failure as per the social norms of masculinity. 
Anything exceptional or gentle reminded him of his father and its related shame. So, Okonkwo’s 
psyche was tuned in exactly opposite chord with that of his father:

But his whole life was dominated by fear, the fear of failure and of weakness. It was deeper 
and more intimate than the fear of evil and capricious gods and of magic, the fear of the 
forest, and of the forces of nature, malevolent, red in tooth and claw. Okonkwo’s fear was 
greater than these. It was not external but lay deep within himself. It was the fear of himself, 
lest he should be found to resemble his father. Even as a little boy he had resented his 
father’s failure and weakness, and even now he still remembered how he had suffered when 
a playmate had told him that his father was agbala. That was how Okonkwo first came to 
know that agbala was not only another name for a woman, it could also mean a man who 
had taken no title. And so Okonkwo was ruled by one passion – to hate everything that his 
father Unoka had loved. One of those things was gentleness and another was idleness. (Ch. 
2, pp. 10 – 11)

The irony is that the most prophetic utterance on Okonkwo’s fate comes from this ‘effeminate’ 
Unoka, who was then an ailing man, had said to him during that terrible harvest month:
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“Do not despair. I know you will not despair. You have a manly and a proud heart. A proud 
heart can survive a general failure because such failure does not prick its pride. It is more 
difficult and more bitter when a man fails alone.” (Ch. 3, p. 19)

Ononkwo ‘fails alone’. A reader cannot deny the powerful foresight of Unoka.

His relationship with Nwoye is also problematic, because he fails miserably in making a narrow 
assessment of his son. A one-sided, almost perverse, idea of manliness leads Okonkwo to miss the 
gentle and reflective nature of his son. The breach in the filial bond is started with the killing of 
Ikemefuna:

As soon as his father walked in, that night, Nwoye knew that Ikemefuna had been killed, 
and something seemed to give way inside him, like the snapping of a tightened bow. (Ch. 
7, p. 44)

He could not accept this inhuman custom. His unspoken outrage at and revulsion towards this 
cruel killing of his friend makes him lonely and gradually he becomes apathetic towards his own 
society. His sensitive mind could not tolerate also the primitive customs like the casting away of 
twins into the forest – ‘a vague and persistent question that haunted his young soul’. (Ch. 16, p. 
108) His conversion to Christianity is a final gesture of his rebellion against the rigidity imposed 
by his father. Nwoye’s apostasy is also a refusal to acknowledge and accept the norms of a ‘manly’ 
society that Okonkwo represents. Okonkwo realizes his failure as a father. The aporia inherent in 
his greatness is clearly exposed in the narrator’s comment:

… his son’s crime stood out in its stark enormity. 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. Suppose when he died all his male children decided to follow Nwoye’s steps 
and abandon their ancestors? Okonkwo felt a cold shudder run through him at the terrible 
prospect, like the prospect of annihilation. (Ch. 17, p. 112)

Abiola Irele’s evaluation is very precise and apt, “Nwoye thus stands as a symbolic negation for 
his father, the living denial of all that Okonkwo accepts and stands for.”15 Thus, the dialectical 
oppositions between Okonkwo and Unoka on one hand and with his son, on the other, mark the 
defeat of Okonkwo’s masculine ideology.

Finally, the deficiency of Okonkwo’s philosophy of life is completely unmasked by Obierika, 
Okonkwo’s great friend, as also hinted earlier in my discussion. He is considered as his alter 
ego who always plays the role of a balancing counterfoil to the protagonist. Though Achebe has 
endeavoured to uphold a culturally rich Igbo civilization, the indigenous society is not ideal or 
perfect. Moreover, the dynamics of self-reflexivity is evident in the narrative which makes the 
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novel complex which is manifested in the character of Obierika. Okonkwo never questions the 
validity of the cultural ethos and edicts of his clan, but the components of doubt are frequently 
injected through the minor characters like Obierika. For an instance, in a conversation between 
Obierika and Okonkwo, they exhibit their characteristic nature:

‘Sometimes, I wish I had not taken the ozo title,’ said Obierika. ‘It wounds my heart to see 
these young men killing palm trees in the name of tapping.’

‘It is so indeed,’ Okonkwo agreed. ‘But the law of the land must be obeyed.’ (Ch. 8, p. 50)

Obierika is the living commentary on the gradual progression of the Igbo society towards its doom. 
His clear-sighted penetration into the everyday happenings and his sagacious questioning of the 
validity of some customs of the society were far beyond the capacity of Okonkwo. It is already 
discussed how he criticizes Okonkwo’s participation in the killing of Ikemefuna. His self-reflexive 
scrutiny of the cruel praxis of discarding of twins into the Evil Forest, considering them something 
as evil in nature, has a touch of basic humanity. His silent musing on the social sanctioning of such 
injustices is at odds with Okonkwo’s blind adherence to the customs. His dissenting voice is heard 
at his questioning the logic of the severity of Okonkwo’s punishment of exile:

Obierika was a man who thought about these things. When the will of the goddess had been 
done, he sat down in his obi and mourned his friend’s calamity. Why should a man suffer 
so grievously for an offence he had committed inadvertently? But although he thought for a 
long time he found no answer. He was merely led to greater complexities. He remembered 
his wife’s twin children, whom he had thrown away. What crime had they committed? (Ch. 
13, p. 91)

Obierika’s skeptical introspection is modern in tone as it is a critique of the inhuman and illogical 
customs of the primitive African society itself. His judicious but critical evaluation of Okonkwo’s 
descent from a potential hero whose ‘fame had grown like a bush-fire in the harmattan’ (Ch. 1,
p. 3) to a tragic pariah is the outcome of his keen observation and critical analysis. But it should be 
noted that Obierika never deserted his dear friend despite their inherent contradictions. He provides 
the means of sustenance and mental support to Okonkwo during his exile. In the final part of the 
novel his tribute to his dead friend is full of compassion as it sums up the latter’s character:

“That man was one of the greatest men in Umofia. You drove him to kill himself; and now 
he will be buried like a dog ...” He could not say any more. His voice trembled and choked 
his words’ (Ch. 25, p. 151).

We can cite here the relevant comment from Biodun Jeyifo:
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Thus, it is Obierika who registers the falling apart of things; it is Obierika who records the 
collapse of the most vital identity-forming connections of the culture: kinship,

community, ritual and ceremonial institutions. And it is significant that Obierika has to 
insist on this tragic insight – tragic because he is utterly helpless before its historic, and not 
merely metaphysical inevitability – against the wilful refusal of Okonkwo to see the cracks 
in the culture’s fortifications:16

According to Biodun Jeyifo, the novel ‘may be regarded in this respect as a vast doxological 
compendium of Igbo culture before the advent of colonialism’17 where Okonkwo only conforms 
to the single pole around ‘doxa’; whereas, Obierika is a complex character who always cherishes 
his Igbo identity and, at the same time, contributes to the formation of its paradox or ‘cultural 
demystification.’

In fact, Obierika becomes the mouthpiece of Achebe in dismantling the monolithic perception 
of the Igbo culture as epitomized by its protagonist. In an interview (already mentioned above) 
Achebe admits his ideological like-mindedness with Obierika:

Jeyifo: I have always wanted to ask if there is something of Achebe in Obierika in Things 
Fall Apart?

Achebe: Well, the answer is yes, in the sense that at the crucial moment when things are 
happening, he represents the other alternative. . . Obierika is therefore more subtle and more 
in tune with the danger, the impending betrayal by the culture, and he’s not likely to be 
crushed because he holds something in reserve.18

Obierika’s critical voice offers a counter-narrative to the traditional understanding of masculinity 
in the Igbo society. He is not against whatever is masculine; rather he is the Aristotelian golden 
mean, who both challenges the rigid ethnic notion of masculinity and complements it with the 
needed balance. His character with its softness and flexibility is a foil to the aggressive manliness 
of the protagonist which borders on irrationality. Okonkwo’s anarchy lies in his misdirectional 
philosophy of life in trying to be a man of success rather than a man of value in a primitive society 
and also in his inability to adapt to the cataclysmic but unavoidable surge of the White invasion. 
Obierika’s ‘eros’ in his clear-sighted understanding of the changing ways of life is negated by 
Okonkwo’s thanatos.

Thus, the tragic flaw of Okonkwo’s character lies in his one-dimensional identification with and his 
reification of the hegemonic ideals of patriarchal ideology of the Igbo society. The fragility of his 
greatness comes from his inability to apprehend the dangers of excess and his supercilious denial of 
both the softer corners of his psyche and the feminine values inherent in his culture. The
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centre he used to hold cannot continue anymore and he falls. His apparent heroism is overshadowed 
by the marginalized characters like Unoka, Nwoye, Ekwefi, Uchendu and Obierika among others 
with their balanced and human approaches to life. They are used in the novel to expose the aporia 
of greatness in the character of Okonkwo. His shameful and ignominious death and the subsequent 
rejection by the society are the manifestation and culmination of his disgraceful downfall.
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Status of Women and The Women's 
Liberation Movement in Nineteenth 
Century India: A Historical Analysis 
Manas Kumar Das 

Feminism has become an important topic in the study of 
modern history. The wave of feminism that started in Europe in 
the late 1 8th century also hit India.' Under its influence, the 
wave of women's liberation movement came in India at the end 
of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth 
century. Surprisingly the movement was started by the menfolk. 

In this context the names of Keshav Chandra Sen, Raia 
Radhakanta Dev. Rammohan Roy, Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar, 
ete. deserve to be mentioned. Gradually, few Indian women 
emerged as the torch bearer of this movement. Pandita Ramabai 
and Tarabai Sinde. Begum Rokeya Sakhawat Hossain, Begum 
Sharifa Hamid Ali. Sabitribai and others have made important 
contributions in establishing women's education and dignity 
during 19th century.' As a result of their long movement, today 
women have been able to gain their rights toa large extent. 

In order to review the position of women in India in the 19th 
century. it is necessary to have a clear understanding of one 
thing that all the social evils prevailing in the society made the 
life of the women miserable. They were closely related to each 
other and bound in the minds of the people in such a way that 
they were not possible to remove from the society. The ending 
was not easy. Because in the 1lth century, according to the 
Kaulinya tradition, introduced by the Sena king Ballal Sen, the 
daughter of a noble Brahmin family had to be married to a noble 
Brahmin to protect their lineage or prestige. Otherwise, he 
would have been exiled. So, to protect the kalpita clan, the 
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fathers of marriageable daughters were forced to marry more 
than one daughter to the same noble man if they did not find a 
suitable husband. Even with the dying noble Brahmin, the 
marriage of a child daughter protected their own clan. Poet 
Satyendanath Dutta in his poem "Sahmaran' satirizes this system 
and wrote, "The noble father threw the old man into the neck of 
the clan." In many cases, the 'noble pot' did not even have the 
ability to put a piece of vermilion on the daughter's forehead. 
Naturally, the marriage of this 80-85-year-old man with his 8 
10-year-old daughter would soon bring a curse to her life. As a 
result, on the one hand, as the number of child widows 
continues to increase in the society, the practice of polygamy 
grows like an evil wound in the society. Even at that time some 
noble brahmins had more than 40, 50 or 60 marriages. In 1298 
(Bongabdo) Sanjeevani newspaper published the marriage list 
of aristocratic people in connection with the sad story of 

Bengali girls. It can be seen there that 1013 aristocrats from 276 
villages married 4323 aristocratic daughters. Vidyasagar 
Mahashay disclosed the data of Hooghly district, where it can 
be seen that 197 elites of 86 villages have married 1288 girls 
and made them perpetual dukhini.° The socialists were afraid 
that these child widows could become clans and corrupt the 

society by giving up their dignity. Therefore, with the aim of 
protecting' the society, these child widows were first 
eradicated. Their 'chastity' was preserved by burning the dead 
husband's pyre amidst the beating of drums and bells. In this 
way, in the name of protecting chastity, another evil practice of 
sati-immolation or co-death was born in the society. So, if we 
review in this way, it will be seen that Kaulinya system, child 
marriage, polygamy and cohabitation were closely related and 
each system was a curse in the life of women. 

The role of Raja Rammohan Roy and his Brahmo Samaj 
Was very important among all the individuals and institutions 
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uho have made a significant contribution in prolcctiny lh 
dignity of women in Indian society by Ireeng tlhem from all 
these social evils, In terms of women's beralion, 1he main g0al 
of Raia Rammohan and his Brahmo Samaj was to end the 
inhumane practices of child marriage. polygamy, caste system 
untouchability, child abandonment in the Ganges, etc. which 
were prevalent in Hindu society. Along with this, improving 
the social status of Indian women by popularizing education 
among women. However, in the 19th century, among all these 
evil practices. the practice of sati-immolation became the most 
heinous. A survey in 1804 showed that 115 satis were cremated 

within thirty miles of Calcutta in six months. According to the 
reports submitted by the local magistrates, from 1815 to 1826 
there were 7,154 cases of sati-burning in the Bengal Presidency, 
287 in the Madras Presidency, 284 in the Bombay Presidency 
and an estimated 100 more. In order to stop this unjust practice. 
Ram Mohan tried to form a strong public opinion by protesting 
against sati through various newspapers including Sangbad 
Kaumudi since 1818.9 He wrote a pamphlet titled 'Sahmaran 

Abhiy Pravartak va Vivarttak Sambad' in the latter half of 1 818 
AD and later published its English translation. Citing various 
Hindu scriptures, he argues that sati-immolation is not 
sanctioned by ancient scriptures and is nothing but wife-killing. 
In this context, he actively collected letters and finally, with his 
own efforts and active cooperation, Lord William Bentinck 
issued Regulation No.17 on 4th December 1829, prohibiting the 
practice of sati legally. However, this practice has not 
completely disappeared from society. In 1987, there was an 
incident of sati burning in Rupkanwar of Shikarpur district of 
Rajasthan." Of course, this case should be seen as an 
exceptional case. However, not only protecting the lives of 
women from the hands of this prevailing evil practice, but also 
establishing them in the society with dignity became one of the 
goals of his life. Besides, the Brahmo Samaj under the 
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leadership of Rammohan Roy also played an important role in 
establishing the economic rights of women and establishing 
equal rights for men and women. 

After the death of Rammohan Roy, Devendranath Tagore 
and Keshavchandra Sen expanded the Brahmo Samaj 
movement. Brahmananda Keshavchandra Sen and his 
associates played an important role in the defence of women's 
rights. He founded a social service organization called 'Indian 
Reform Society'. Among the programs of this organization was 
education and women's advancement. Besides, in 1864, 
Keshavachandra Sen established a meeting called 'Brahmika 
Samaj' for the upliftment of the wives of members of the 
Brahmo Samaj. In 1866, women were allowed to sit behind the 
veil in places of worship. This was the first time in the history 
of Brahmo Samaj that woman also got a place in places of 
worship along with men. It was an important step in establishing 
equality between men and women. Keshav Chandra Sen's 
contribution was also very important in the promotion of 
women's education. Mary Carpenter came to India in 1866 at 
the invitation of Keshav Chandra Sen and noticed that one of 

the major obstacles to female education was the lack of 
qualified teachers. Therefore, in 1872, Carpenter along with 
Keshavchandra and another Englishwoman named Annette 
Akroyd established a 'Normal School' for the training of 
teachers. Which is one of the initial steps in the field of women 

education in Bengal. Keshav Chandra Sen had another 
significant role in the women's liberation movement. In 1872, 
the Brahma Swamaj Marriage Act or Act Il of 1872 adopted 
by his dedicated efforts to stop child marriage, the followers of 
the Brahma Samaj accepted the age of 14 as a marriageable 
bride. But the Brahma Marriage Act did not apply to non 
Brahmins. However. in 1929, the Child Marriage Restraint Act, 
1929, fixed the minimum age of 14 for all marriageable brides. 
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This Act is also known as 'Sarda Act. Apart from his . 

Special Marriage Act which was tollowed in 1955 lo prevent 

child marriage was inspired by these hree laws' of 1872 I 

Another pioncer of the women's liberation movement in ndia 
the nineteenth century was Pandit Ishwarchandra Vidyasagar. 

He continuousl, fought for the introduction of widow marriage. 
the abolition of child marriage and male polygamy, the end of 
Kaulinya svstem. the expansion of women's education, etc. In fact. 
on his initiative. the W idow Marriage Act was passed on July 26. 
1856. Vidyasagar's role against child marriage was also very 
important. Because he realized that one of the reasons for the plight 
of girls in that era was child marriage. So, he stood against early 
marriage of child girls. He gave a scientific explanation about the 
evils of early marriage and said- "due to marriage at an early age, 
couples never get to enjoy the mutual love that is the sweet result 
of marriage. so the child who originates from a very unpleasant 
relationship with each other, is also likely to be spoiled." 
Physical health. which is the root of all happiness, also suffers from 
the effects of childhood. ... Child marriage is the main cause of 
widowhood at a young age, so child marriage is extremely cruel 
and cruel."2 The British government enacted a law in 1860 setting 
the minimum age of marriage for girls at 10 years. Vidyasagar 
spoke out against it. Finally, with his efforts, the government 
passed the'Age of Consent Bill' in 1891. Asa result, the minimum 

age of marriage for girls was increased to 12 years. Even after so 
many years of independence, the prevalence of child marriage 
problem is still not less. At present, marriage of girls below the age 
of 18 is prohibited by various laws. But girls are being married off 
before the age of 18 in many places, especially in rural areas, 
ignoring this law. Only in Murshidabad this number is 72 
percent." But there is hope now that in many cases girls are going 
against their families and not agreeing lo marry at an early age ad 
are instead looking to study and stand on their own feet. To prepare 
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them for this mindset, they need to be made more aware of the evils 

of child marriage. Only then can we bring these baby girls back 

from the face of certain death. Apart from this, Vidyasagar, the 

awakened icon of modernity, realized that it was not possible to 

free women from social deprivation without the spread of female 

education. So, he established thirty-five girls' schools in the rural 

areas of Bengal. With his help, Drinking Water Bethune 

established a high school. Which is known as Bethune School.!" 

Vidyasagar established the Metropolitan Institution in Calcuta in 

1870 AD for the promotion of general higher education. Which is 

now known as Vidyasagar College. The contribution of this 

educational institution in the expansion of higher education in 

Bengal as well as in the expansion of women's education is 

outstanding, Also, during his tenure as school inspector, he built 

several girls' schools at his own expense in Burdwan, Hooghly, 

Nadia districts from 1857 to 1858. After all, in 1890 Nijgram 

established Bhagwati Vidyalaya in the memory of Bhagwati Devi 
at Virsingh. Which was his last attempt to promote women's 
education. 15 

The role of Derozio and his Young Bengal group was also 
significant in the women's liberation movement in India. They 

strongly protested against caste system, untouchability. 
paganism, oppression of women and other social oppression by 
creating a movement against Hinduism and social prejudices. 
They showed progressiveness by supporting the abolition of 
sati-dharma, the introduction of widow marriage and the 
expansion of women's education. In 'Gnananbeshan' and 

'Bengal Spectator they tried to shape public opinion in favor of 
women's education, women's emancipation and widow 

marriage. A letter in support of widow marriage was published 
in the first issue of the Bengal Spectator in April 1842 and an 

article entitled "The Mariage of Hindu Widows' was published 
in its July issue. Besides, Radhanath Shikdar, one of the 
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prominent representatives of New Bengal anda favorite studem 

of Derozio. helped Vidy asagar in the practice of widow 
marriage. 6 

The role of several progressive Indian women in India's 
women's liberation movement was also highly commendable. 
Pandit Rama Bai of Mysore fought for the advancement of 
women's education throughout his life and established an 
institution called 'Arya Mahila Samaj (1881 AD) in Pune. One 
of the obiectives of this institution was to emancipate women 
by ending religious bigotry and social prejudices in the society. 
She builds this Arya Mahila Samaj as an organization to break 
the hegemony of patriarchy."" Besides, she built 'Sarda Bhavan' 
in Pune and set up Mukti Sadan. Anath Sadan for the 
emancipation of widows. Besides. Ramabai Ranade of 
Maharashtra started a movement demanding unpaid and 
compulsory cducation for women. Another noble woman 

Sarojini Naidu presented a 'Demand' to the Govemment of India 
in 1917 to establish women's education and women's status, 
demanding education, health and happiness for the women of 
India. She was the first Indian lady vho campaign for women's 
suftrage in elections for women's autonomy.! Besides. in this 
episode, Begum Sharifa Hamid Ali and Begum Rokeya 
Sakhawat Hossain came forward to shine the light of 
knowledge in the lives of Muslim women who were immersed 
in the darkness of ignorance. Begum Sharifa advocated for 
Indian women at a round table meeting held in London as 
president of the AIl-India Women's AsSociation. She even 
represented Indian women in UN human rights talks. On the 
other hand, Begum Rokeva has tried hard all her life for the 
spread of women's education. She felt that without education it 
was not possible to end the degradation of women. 

However, even though various laws were enacted to ban the 
practice of sati-immolation and child marriage or to introduce 
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widow marriage, it was not possible to bring about the reforms 
that had bcen ingraincd in people's minds for a long time so 
casily. Even in a patriarchal sSociety, not only men were 
responsible for the plight of women, but due to long-term 
reforms, in most cases, they accept it as their fate and bear all 
the hardships with their faces closed. Due to this, the present 
society could not be completely free from all these curses. So, 
to eradicate these superstitions first of all a change of mentality 
is required. And writers such as Bankimchandra, Rabindranath, 
Saratchandra, Nazrul played an important role in this work. 
Through their literary works, they promoted the establishment 
of women's dignity by ending the discrimination between men 
and women in the society. None of them were social 
reformers, so they may not have directly joined the women's 
liberation movement like a social reformer, but the contribution 
they left behind in forming a strong public opinion in favor of 
women's liberation by showing women's problems as social 
problems is undeniable. Apart from this, various newspapers 
and magazines like Vidyadarshan, Tattvabodhini, Bengal 
Spectator etc." also played an important role in shaping public 
opinion by campaigning against the absurdity of Kaulinya 
practice, child marriage and polygamy. 

Despite this, even though more than seventy years of India's 
independence have passed, inequality between men and women 
is noticeable everywhere. They are victims of exploitation and 
deprivation both at home and abroad, 23 The position of women 
may have improved a lot in modern times but it is very little 
compared to the entire population of India. Especially in the 
case of rural women, still about eighty percent of women are 
backward in terms of education and economics. 
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