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Abstract

Neglect is a form of child abuse it is the failure of parents to redeem their obligation towards their 
children. In the novel titled: Things Fall Apart (henceforth TFA) written by Chinua Achebe, the protago-
nist called Okonkwo suffers parental neglect, which of course led to his ultimate downfall. Okonkwo’s 
father, Unoka failed to give adequate parental care to his son as portrayed by Achebe in the novel and 
that parental gap acted as an inertia in Okonkwo’s tragic end. Through the application of trauma theory, 
this study examines childhood trauma and how it conditions the character in adulthood in African novel. 
The study adopts the discursive approach to textual analysis and observes that toxic masculinity is 
a product of poor parenting resulting in childhood traumatic experiences that culminate into the use of 
force, exploitation and victimization cum abuse of children and women as depicted in TFA. The study 
submits that Okonkwo’s childhood trauma in TFA is an unexplored fear that influences and conditions 
him even unto adulthood. This study opines that Okonkwo’s trauma is a site for extended traumatization 
of kin and that Okonkwo’s unhealed trauma finds expression in his survival antics. The study concludes 
that Okonkwo is a trauma patient and his success and failure in Umuofia is a product of trauma.
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Introduction

Critical works on African literature have depicted Okonkwo in various shades: 
hero and oppressor of women and children without acknowledging that Okonk-
wo is a traumatic patient. Chinua Achebe is the !rst in African written literature 
to imagine the abuse of child rights and the role of religion in the subjection of 
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children in TFA. Onuoha1 writes that, “art is a vector in correcting the abnormal-
ities in the society.” "is illustrates that creative art provides a second view on the 
human society and enables the re-interrogation of existing norms. "e failure of 
Okonkwo’s father to live up to his responsibilities as the “man” of the household 
has a traumatic e#ect on Okonkwo. Van Derkolk & Fisler2 captures the e#ect of 
abuse and neglect on a child notes that “secure attachments with caregivers play 
a critical role in helping children develop a capacity to modulate physiological 
arousal.” Loss of ability to regulate the intensity of feelings and impulses is pos-
sibly the most far-reaching e#ect of trauma and neglect. It has been shown that 
most abused and neglected children develop disorganised attachment patterns. 
"e inability to modulate emotions gives rise to a range of behaviors that are best 
understood as attempts at self-regulation such as aggression against others. "e 
failure of Unoka as a caregiver turned Okonkwo into an aggressive man. "is ag-
gression in the form of traumatic memory a#ects every aspect of Okonkwo’s life 
and by extension that of his children. Caruth3 theorising on trauma notes that 
Traumatic neurosis – emerges as the unwitting re-enactment of an event that one 
cannot simply leave behind. From a psychological perspective it is also observed 
that the life of a man is the living out of the conditioning he received between zero 
and seven years. Substantiating the above point, one can !nd this exhibition in the 
life of Okonkwo. 

Toxic masculinity in most cases is a product of childhood experiences and 
poor parenting. "e failure of Okonkwo’s father has a continuous e#ect on him. 
"is can be found in Caruth’s4 assertion that trauma is understood as the wound 
in$icted not upon the body but upon the mind. An African proverb says it takes 
a community to raise a child and it is this community and its actions that condition 
a child. Okonkwo was a child raised by his community which did de!ne a man 
based on economic and political power, it is the same community that socializes 
Okonkwo in the concept of masculinity of !rm, force and !erce. Izevbaye5 a%rms 
the foregoing that Okonkwo “the representative of a dying age whose terminal vio-
lent actions ushers in the new age.” Anyadike6 emphasizing the role of the society 

1 O. Onuoha, Experience as Art in Denja Abdullahi’s “A "ousand Years of "irst” [in:] E. Onyer-
ionwu, I. Bala, C.O. Egbuta (ed.), Of Foot-Soldiers and Hybrid Visions, Ibadan 2020, p. 304. 

2 B.A. Van der Kolk, R. Fisler, Childhood Abuse and Neglect and Loss of Self-Regulation, “Bulletin 
of Menninger Clinic” 1994, 582, p. 1.

3 C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History, Baltimore 1996, p. 2.
4 Ibidem, p. 3.
5 D. Izevbaye, Untold Stories: “"ings Fall Apart” at the Turn of the Century, [in:] C. Anyadike, 

K. Ayoola (ed.), Blazing the Path: Fi#y Years of “"ings Fall Apart”, Ibadan 2013, p. 63.
6 C. Anyadike, Listening to the gentle voice: rhetorical strategies in “"ings Fall Apart”,  

[in:] C. Anyadike, K. Ayoola (ed.), Blazing the Path…, op. cit., p. 311. 
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in moulding Okonkwo writes “Igbo culture is partly responsible because it makes 
a lot of strength and power and success” – and Okonkwo heard this from his so-
ciety. All through his life, Okonkwo lived with that consciousness of not wanting 
to be considered a failure within the social narrative of Umuo!a and this fear has 
a traumatic e#ect on him, which also conditions his actions. Larson7 emphasizing 
the role of communality notes that “TFA because of its emphasis on communal-
ity rather than individuality” the communal values were de!ning culture of the 
Umuo!a society. "is is why Nathaniel and Onuoha8 see culture as a social impera-
tive in the peoples’ interaction with one another. "e opening of TFA,9 the narrator 
submits that “Okonkwo was well known throughout the nine villages and even 
beyond. His fame rested on personal achievement. As a young man of eighteen he 
had brought honour to his village by throwing Almalinze the Cat.” "e foregoing 
were realities of the de!nition of a man within the Umuo!a society and this is so 
in the sense that as Casper and Wertheimer10 submit that narratives of individual 
and communal self-hood provide us with idea about who we are, think we are, 
and present us with visions of our place in the cosmos, history in society, and in 
doing so relate us to our own sense of interiority. Achebe’s TFA provides us with 
the intricacies of child abuse and how it conditions Okonkwo and leads to further 
instances of child abuse, Okonkwo who su#ers child abuse, victimizes others due 
to his childhood traumatic experience. Many have viewed Okonkwo as the vic-
timizer but have failed to see how much of a victim he himself is. "is is so in the 
sense that as stated Casper and Wertheimer submit that “traumatic events disrupt 
and even emaciate language and, at time, the body.”11 Traumatic events explode 
discourse and materiality, and they over$ow easy distinctions between and among 
notions of individual agency and institutional practice.

"ese explode discourse and its over$ows are examined within the world 
of the novel of TFA. "e issue of trauma seems to be silent in scholarly en-
gagements in TFA. In the novel Achebe imagined childhood trauma. However, 
although many African scholars have argued that Achebe marked the telling 
of African stories from African perspective, they also fail to note that some Af-
rican characters as depicted in TFA like Okonkwo is a traumatic patient whose 

 7 R.C. Larson, "e Emergence of African Fiction, Bloomington 1972, p. 63.
 8 O. Nathaniel, O. Onuoha, Art Beyond Facial Value: of Metaphorization and Functionality of 

Sexual Scenes in Selected Nigerian Short Stories in the Cyberspace, “LWATI: A Journal of Contempo-
rary Research” 2017, 14(1), p. 184.

 9 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart, 1958, p. 3.
10 J. Casper, E. Wertheimer, Critical Studies: Understanding Violence, Con$ict and Memory in 

Every Day Life, New York 2016, p. 19.
11 D. Izevbaye, Untold Stories…, op. cit., p. 71.
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actions traumatized his wife and children. Izebvbaye12 suggest that “Okonkwo’s 
weakness is consistently portrayed as a psychological problem illustrating the 
e#ect of trauma on the protagonist.” Here, trauma is a product of childhood 
abuse. WHO13 de!nes Child Abuse as all forms of physical and emotional ill 
treatment, sexual abuse, neglect and exploitation that result in actual or po-
tential harm to the child’s health, development or dignity. Okonkwo’s trauma 
is a product of Unoka’s neglect and this !nds expression in almost everything 
Okonkwo engages in thus becoming so traumatized by the failure of his father 
that his life is dictated by the fear of ending up a failure. Gagiano14 describes 
Okonkwo’s trauma as, “dangerous combination of power and insecurity at the 
depth of his personhood.” Bessel A. Van der Kolk & Fisler15 corroborates the 
foregoing thus “trauma is imprinted in the body, and that in order to heal, one 
needs to create a sheltered trance state from which one can safely observe the 
horri!c past.” Okonkow’s trauma is imprinted in his body psyche and he ex-
ists in its trance and observes this horri!c past within his psyche. Okonkwo’s 
childhood experiences have an impact on his development and relation with his 
household. Levire16 theorising trauma notes that “all the ‘shocks’ to the organ-
ism can alter a person’s biological, psychological and social equilibrium to such 
a degree that the memory of one particular event comes taint and dominant, all 
other experiences spoiling an appreciation of the present moment.” "e forego-
ing is seen in the live experience of Okonkwo within the world of the novel. 
Okonkwo’s trauma !nds expression in his adulthood, TFA17 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. Okonkow’s traumatic 
experiences inform his view of gentleness and his father’s failure to take care 
of his responsibilities conditioned him to a traumatic life style consequently 
contributing in forming toxic masculinity. In line with the foregoing, Levire18 
a%rms that Memory is a continued reconstruction more akin to the wayward, 
wildly unpredictable. Okonkwo’s action is dictated by his childhood memory 
and this memory !nds expression in his actions and inactions.

12 Ibidem.
13 WHO, Report of the Consultation on Child Abuse Prevention, 29–31 March 1999, Geneva 

1999.
14 A. Gagiano, Achebe’s Children: Resonance Poignance, and Grandeur, [in:] C.  Anyadike, 

K. Ayoola (ed.), Blazing the Path…, op. cit.
15 B.A. Van der Kolk, R. Fisler, Childhood Abuse…, op. cit., p. 19.
16 A. Levire, A. Trauma and Memory: Brain and Body in a Search for the Living Past, Berkeley 

2015, p. 36.
17 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart, op. cit., p. 11.
18 A. Levire, Trauma and Memory…, op. cit., p. 47.
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Synopsis of the text

Chinua Achebe’s epic novel "ings Fall Apart was published in 1958. "e novel is 
structured in three parts: the !rst part is the pre-colonial era that has to do with the 
tribal life of the Igbo people of the Eastern region of Nigeria, which is !ctionally 
captured as Umuo!a. "e Second, part of the novel focuses on Okonwko’s exiled 
from his village as a result of the accidental murder of his kinsman. "e third part 
has to do with Okonkwo’s return from exile and dissatisfaction with the new re-
ligion, the new government, as well as the new ways of his people. In classifying 
Chinua Achebe and "ings Fall Apart, Ebim writes:

Chinua Achebe is regarded as the most dominant !gure in modern African literature. His 
!rst novel and magnum opus "ings Fall Apart… occupies a pivotal place in African Liter-
ature and remains the most widely studied, taught and read African Novel. Achebe sought 
to escape the colonial perspective that predominated African Literature, and drew from 
the traditions of the Igbo people, Christian in$uences, and clash of Western and African 
values to create a uniquely African voice. His style relies heavily on the Igbo oral tradition, 
and combines straightforward narration with representations of folk stories, proverbs, and 
oratory. Achebe’s work had been widely analysed, and a massive body of scholarly works 
discussing it has arisen. Some of the themes…touched are politics, history, culture and 
colonialism as well as masculinity and femininity. To date, his total in$uence remains un-
matched in African Literature.19

"e foregoing provides a brief summary of Chinua Achebe’s TFA. It indicates the 
power of "ings Fall Apart as a traditional masquerade which one needs to move 
around in the !eld of performance to be able to have a complete aesthetic appre-
ciation. TFA has continuously opened itself to various interpretations by various 
scholars as indicated by the principles of the seven blind men and the elephant 
meaning is given to the text based on the critical lenses one is putting on. "e plot 
of TFA20 revolves around the life of Okonkwo, a leader of an Igbo community be-
fore the advent of colonialism, his accidental killing of a son of the community and 
his banishment for seven years, his return and dissatisfaction with his community 
which leads to his killing of the Whiteman’s messenger and the failure of his clan to 
support him. "is communal and societal neglect ultimately leads Okonkwo into 
committing suicide, an exercise that epitomises an abominable act in the African 
society. However, the opening story of Okonkwo is premised on his achievement, 
which later unfolds with aspects of the narratives of the failure of his father Un-
oka who is “unsuccessful” according to the social de!nition of his time. Unoka, 

19 M.A. Ebim, Critical Discourse Analysis of Narrative Processes in Chinua Achebe’s “"ings Fall 
Apart”, “UTUENIKANG, Akwa Ibom journal of language and literary review” 2021, 1(1), p. 192.

20 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart, op. cit., p. 4.
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Okonkwo’s father is lazy and always in debt and by his actions brings shame and 
disgrace to his family. "e narrator captures the character of Unoka thus:

Unoka, for that was his father’s name, had died ten years ago. In his day he was lazy and im-
provident and was quite incapable of thinking of tomorrow. If any money came his way, and it 
seldom did, he immediately bought gourds of palm-wine, call round his neigbhours and made 
merry. He always said that whenever he saw a dead man’s mouth he was the folly of not eating 
what one had in one’s lifetime. Unoka was, of course, a debtor, and he owed every neighbour 
some money, from a few cowries to quite substantial amounts.21

Unoka died leaving his unsettled debts for his son, and his actions toward life be-
come a source of worry for his son. Due to the social narrative that classi!ed his fa-
ther as a failure and the inability of Unoka to provide for his household, Okonkwo 
su#ers trauma and as a source of motivation for him to be better than his father. 
Okonkwo strive to be better than his father and this motivated him to be rash in 
his attempt to present himself as a strong man. "e societal de!nition of his father 
as a lazy man provokes him to be aggressive and hardworking attributes which 
were the qualities that were admired in Umuo!a, the community depicted in the 
novel in TFA. In an attempt to hate everything including gentleness and idleness, 
which were associated with his father, Okonkwo maltreated his son Nwoye by con-
stantly nagging and beating him. It is this same fear of not being like his father that 
leads to his killing Ikemefuna, a boy who called him father. 

Methodology

"is study adopts the qualitative methodological framework, which has to do with 
the analysis of data from a purely discursive approach. In this study, the data elic-
ited from Chinua Achebe’s "ings Fall Apart were subjected to textual analysis. 
"is approach gives the researcher the opportunity to critically examine the data 
by subjecting them to literary interpretation through the application of a literary 
theory. It enables the researcher to tell what patterned stereotypes individuals are 
depicted or the various literary forms of traumatic experiences the protagonist has 
gone through. Using this approach, the best way of detecting ‘real’ attitudes is to 
register behavioural reactions to language in real-life situations as Ebim22 observes, 
this form of analysis attempts to elicit behavioural reactions from participants and 
these reactions are then used as determiners for language attitudes and stereotypes.

21 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart, op. cit., p. 4.
22 M.A. Ebim, Terrorists or Tags? Contested Identities in Media Portrayal of Militants in Nigeria, 

“Journal of African Studies” 2017, 6(2), p. 143.
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Childhood trauma and its metamorphosis in TFA

Okonkwo was psychologically abused as a result of his father’s lack of achievement. 
Unoka’s inability to be a man among his people is a source of trauma for Okonkwo. 
Caruth23 is of the opinion that “trauma describes an overwhelming experience of 
sudden catastrophic events which the response to the events occurs in the o'en 
delayed, uncontrolled repetitive appearance of hallucination and other intrusive 
phenomena.” Okonkwo’s traumatic memory occurs in a delayed and uncontrolled 
manner with those who show such gentleness like his father. "e omniscient nar-
rator in Achebe’s TFA24 notes that among these people a man was judged according 
to his worth and not according to the worth of his father. Okonkwo was clearly cut 
out for great things. "ere is nothing worthy of respect of the Umuo!a society as it 
is to compare Okonkwo to his father because Unoka, the grown up, was a failure. 
He was poor and his wife and children had barely enough to eat. People laughed 
at him for the fact that he was a loafer, and they swore never to lend him any more 
money because he never paid back. But Unoka was such a man that always suc-
ceeded in borrowing more, and piling his debts. Unoka’s failure to take care of his 
family, which constitutes neglect and his ability to borrow without paying back, 
had traumatic e#ects on Okonkwo. Caruthcaptures the metamorphosis of trauma 
thus:

trauma seems to be pathology, or the simple illness of a wounded psyche. It is always the 
story of a wound that cries out, that addresses us in the attempt to tell us of a reality or truth 
that is not otherwise available. "is truth, in its delayed appearance and its belated address, 
cannot be linked to only what is known, but also to what remains in our very actions and 
our language.25

Unoka’s failure to take responsibilities of his household has traumatic e#ect on 
Okonkwo. "e omniscient narrator in TFA notes that: “Okonkwo ruled his house-
hold with a heavy hand. His wives especially the youngest, lived in perpetual fear of 
his !ery temper, and so did his little children.” Perhaps, down in his heart Okonk-
wo was not a cruel man, but his 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, TFA.26 "e foregoing 
highlights the power of childhood trauma and how it !nds expression in complex 

23 C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience…, op. cit., p. 11.
24 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit., p. 3–4, 7–11.
25 C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience…, op. cit., p. 4–5.
26 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit.
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ways. Caruth27 in theorising on trauma notes that: the complex ways that knowing 
and not knowing are entangled in the language of trauma and in the stories associat-
ed with it. "e inner working of Okonkwo indicates that he is a traumatic patient 
from childhood. Caruth28 reports that traumatic experience is a not fully assimi-
lated as it occurs. And this is re$ected in the omniscient narrator’s observation in 
TFA that:

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 su#ered when a playmate had told 
him that his father was agbala. "at was how Okonkwo !rst came to know that agbala 
was 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.29

Okonkwo’s trauma resulted from the failure of his father to !t into the de!nition of 
his time. Okonkwo was insulted by his playmate, which le' a psychological wound 
on his memory. Archbishop Duncan Williams supports the foregoing when he 
says you become what you hate. "e excerpt indicates that child abuse can take 
the form of verbal bullying as seen in Okonkwo’s playmate mocking him that his 
father was Agbala. Ebim30 is on the opinion that meaning, is convey through lan-
guage, which suggest the social construct of the meaning of the word used on 
Okonkwo. "e e#ect of the insult and all the failure of his father fashioned him 
in such a way that Okonkwo hated everything his father Unoka had loved such as 
gentleness and idleness. Okonkwo’s situation is implicated in Caruth31 submission 
that “trauma narratives, does not simply represent the violence of a collision but 
also conveys the impact of its very incomprehensibility.” What returns to haunt 
the victim, is not only the reality of the way that its violence has not yet been ful-
ly known. Okonkwo is in$uenced and controlled by his childhood trauma. "e 
social narratives within Umuo!a in$ict psychological wounds in Okonkwo who 
su#ers from the danger of a single story of his father as one who is lazy and idle. 
"is compounded his trauma in the sense that stories can make or mar humans. 
Okonkwo’s traumatic experience emanated from the social narratives of his father, 
whose negligence over the care of his family resulted in his traumatic experience. 
Okonkwo did not inherit anything from his father. 

27 C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience…, op. cit.
28 Ibidem.
29 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit.
30 M.A. Ebim, Critical Discourse…, op. cit., p. 191.
31 C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience…, op. cit.
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Okonkwo did not have the start in life which many young men usually had. He did not 
inherit a barn from his father. "ere was no barn to inherit. "e story was told in Umuo!a 
of how his father, Unoka, had gone to consult the Oracle of the Hills and the Caves to !nd 
out why he always had a miserable harvest.32

"e Oracle informed Unoka about his laziness and chased him away, which also 
became a social narrative. Caruth33 is of the opinion that "e story of trauma as 
the narrative of a belated experience, far from telling of an escape from reality-the 
escape from a death, or its referential force- rather attests to its endless impact 
on a life, and this is clearly seen in Okonkwo’s life and indeed he was possessed 
by the fear of his father’s contemptible life and shameful death TFA.34 "is fear of 
being like his father conditioned Okonkwo such that, Okonkwo never showed any 
emotion openly unless it be the emotion of anger. To show a#ection was a sign of 
weakness the only thing worth demonstrating was strength. He therefore treated 
Ikemefuna as he treated everybody else-with a heavy hand TFA.35 "is is in line 
with Caruth’s36 submission on trauma thus the historical power of the trauma is 
not just that the experience is repeated a'er its forgetting, but that it is only in and 
through its inherent forgetting that it is !rst experience at all. However, Okonkwo 
kept making reference to the site of his trauma and feeling that his son should be 
as strong as he is:

His eldest son, Nwoye, and Ikemefuna helped him by fetching the yams in long baskets 
from the barn and in counting the prepared seeds in groups of four hundred. Sometimes 
Okonkwo gave them a few yams each to prepare. But he always found fault with their e#ort, 
and he said so with much threatening. ‘Do you think you are cutting up yams for cooking?’ 
he asked Nwoye. ‘If you split another yam of this size, I shall break your jaw. You think you 
are still a child. I began to own a farm at your age.37

Okonkwo’s trauma is referential to his childhood memory. He told Nwoye and Ike-
mefuna that he, Okonkwo, began having yam farm at their age. A%rming Caruth38 
submission that for history to be a history of trauma means that it is referential 
precisely to the extent that it is not fully perceived as its occurs… that a history 
can be grasped in the very inaccessibility of its occurrence. Okonkwo did not re-
member that the failure of his father to live up to his responsibility made him to 

32 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit., p. 13, 15, 22, 30.
33 C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience…, op. cit., p. 18.
34 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit.
35 Ibidem.
36 C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience…, op. cit., p. 6, 17.
37 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit., p. 31.
38 C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience…, op. cit., p. 18.
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be a man at a very tender age, because Caruth39 submits that the traumatic nature 
of history means that events are only historical to the extent that they implicate 
others, Okonkwo’s traumatic history implicates every aspect of his life and Onuo-
ha40 is on the opinion that memory is the product of history and that is a second 
past action or inaction in the society that culminates into fossils. Actions or inac-
tions of individuals transform with time into relics Onuoha41 which the individual 
unconsciously draws from in negotiating life. In an attempt for Okonkwo to cor-
rect his son, he implicates his traumatic history of his father thus I will not have 
a son who cannot hold up his head in the gathering of the clan. I would sooner 
strangle him with my own hands. Okonkwo’s father could not hold up his head in 
the gathering of his clan and Okonkwo feared such for his son and as such over 
worked his children. He was a very strong man and rarely felt fatigue. But his wives 
and young children were not as strong, and so they su#ered. But they dared not 
complain openly. Okonkwo’s !rst son, Nwoye, was then twelve years old but was 
always causing his father great anxiety and he sought to correct him by constant 
nagging and beating. And so Nwoye was developing into a sad-faced youth TFA.42 
Okonkwo’s trauma a#ects the raising of his son, which a#ects the right of Nwoye 
to grow at his own space, making him develop into sad face youth. Achebe43 cap-
tures the trauma that women and children pass through in the hand of Okonkwo 
thus Okonkwo ruled his household with heavy hands. His wives, especially, the 
youngest, lived in perpetual fear of his !ery temper, and so did his little children. It 
is through Okonkwo’s reaction and relationship with his family that we are able to 
recognize the legacy of incomprehensibility at the heart of Okonkwo’s catastrophic 
experience Caruth.44

Children without rights and subjugation of children by men 
and gods in Things Fall Apart

Ikemefuna came into Okonkwo’s household when Mbaino, Ikemefuna’s people 
killed the daughter of Umuo!a. Foregrounding the reason for Ikemefuna leaving 
home, the narrator in Achebe’s45 describes so when the daughter of Umuo!a was 

39 Ibidem.
40 O. Onuoha, "e Interface Between Self, History and Literature in Chris Anyokwu’s “Naked 

Truth”, “Journal of Languages Linguistics, and Literary Studies” 2018, 5, p. 17, 26.
41 Ibidem.
42 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit.
43 Ibidem.
44 C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience…, op. cit.
45 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit., p. 11–12.
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killed in Mbaino, Ikemefuna came into Okonkwo’s household. When Okonkwo 
brought him home. A member of Mbaino clan gave Ikemefuna and a girl as atone-
ment for the crime committed. It seems in traditional Umuo!a society, the rights 
of children to life and existence were more or less le' at the mercy of their parents. 
Ikemefuna was used as a sacri!cial lamb to atone for the sin of his father irrespec-
tive of how Ikemefuna felt about the situation. He was forced out of his father’s 
house without any explanation.

As for the boy, he was terribly afraid. He could not understand what was happening to him 
or what he had done. How could he know that his father had taken a hand in the killing 
a daughter of Umuo!a? All he knew was that a few men had arrived at their house, con-
versing with his father in low tones, and at the end he had been taken out and handed over 
to strangers. His mother had wept bitterly, but he had been too surprised to weep. And so 
the stranger had brought him, and a girl, a long, long way from home, through lonely forest 
paths. He did not know who the girl was, and he never saw her again.46

"e plight of Ikemefuna in TFA is symptomatic of the society that tramples on the 
rights of children. "is can be seen in the excerpt below. So when the daughter of 
Umuo!a was killed in Mbaino, Ikemefuna came into Okonkwo’s household and 
so the stranger had brought him, a girl, a long, long way from home, through 
lonely forest paths.47 "is highlights the dilemmas of children as sacri!cial lambs 
without any recourse to their rights as human beings. Ikemefuna is viewed as an 
object of sacri!ce where his foster father kills him without mercy in contravention 
of the warning of his friend Ogbu! Ezeudu. Yes, Umuo!a has decided to kill him. 
"e Oracle of the Hills and the Caves has pronounced it. "ey will take him out-
side Umuo!a as is the custom, and kill him there. But I want you to have nothing 
to do with it. He calls you his father.48 Ikemefuna becomes the !rst child carrier 
in African Literature without the reward and explanation given to him why he 
is performing such role unlike Elesin in Soyinka’s49 Death and the king’s Horse-
man. Although Elesin Oba is informed of his role toward the society, which he 
accepts out of his free will as adult carrier in his society, Ikemefuna is not given 
such a privilege because he is a child. Upon the abuse of Ikemefuna, which was not 
de!ned, as he was given out like an object by his clan to Umuo!a to appease them. 
Achebe writes. “At !rst Ikemefuna was very much afraid. Once or twice he tried to 
run away, but he did not know where to begin. He thought of his mother and his 

46 Ibidem.
47 Ibidem.
48 Ibidem, p. 8, 22, 29, 46.
49 W. Soyinka, Death and the King’s Horseman, 1975.
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three years old sister and wept bitterly.”50 Due to Ikemefuna’s uprooting which is 
synonymous with the experiences of Fredrick Douglas’ uprooting as depicted in 
the Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano,51 he became ill for three 
market weeks, and when he recovered, he seemed to have overcome his great fear 
and sadness.52 Ikemefuna’s relief is short lived as the gods decides his death. A god 
he did not o#end, Onuoha in commenting on the people of Umuo!a and their god 
notes that the people of Umuo!a venerated their god as these deities shaped how 
they thought, acted and even spoke.53 Ogbue! Ezeudu’s appeal to Okonkwo not to 
have a hand in death of Ikemefuna foregrounds the conspiracy of the gods against 
a child who did not o#end any of them but because he was not in a position to 
make decision for his survival as a child. It also indicates the abuse of child’s right 
by the traditional god of Umuo!a society. Ogbue! Ezeude says that boy calls you 
father. Do not bear a hand in his death. Okonkwo was surprised, and was about 
to say something when the old man continued. Yes, Umuo!a has decided to kill 
him. "e Oracle of the Hills and the Caves has pronounced it. "ey will outside 
Umuo!a, as is the custom, and kill him there. But I want you to have nothing to 
do with it. He calls you his father.54 Umuo!a, which is made of elderly men and the 
god of the Hills and Caves conspired to kill Ikemefuna who had not wrong them 
in any way. Ikemefuna is abused emotionally before Okonkwo, the clan and god 
on the road murdered him to his execution; he felt uneasy.55 On the road one of the 
men behind him cleared his throat. Ikemefuna looked back, and the man growled 
at him to go on and not stand looking back. "e way the man said it sent cold fear 
down Ikemefuna’s back. His hands trembled vaguely on the black pot he carried. 
Why had Okonkwo withdrawn to the rear? Ikemefuna felt his legs melting under 
him. And he was afraid to look back. "e uncertainty of Ikemefuna’s situation tor-
ments him emotionally and a#ects his mobility and his reaction to his immediate 
environment. Ikemefuna is about to be killed by a man he had never o#ended; as 
the man who had cleared his throat drew up and raised his matchet, Okonkwo 
looked away. He heard the blow. "e pot fell and broke in the sand. He heard Ike-
mefuna cry, My father, they have killed me! as he ran toward him. Dazed with fear, 
Okonkwo drew his matchet and cut him down. He was afraid of being thought 
a weak.56 Ikemefuna is murdered by the one he calls a father and Okonkwo’s action 
is motivated by the fact that he was afraid of being thought weak. Okonkwo’s ac-

50 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit., p. 11–12.
51 O. Equiano, "e Interesting Narrative of the Life of Olaudah Equiano, London 1989.
52 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit., p. 11–12.
53 Ibidem.
54 Ibidem.
55 Ibidem.
56 Ibidem.



Traumatic memory and the abuse of child rights in Things Fall Apart 165

tion emphasizes Caruth’s57 submission that the history of the traumatized individ-
ual, is nothing other than the determined repetition of the events of destruction. 
Okonkwo’s action has a traumatic e#ect on Nwoye 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. He did not cry. He 
just hung limp.58 Nwoye is traumatized by the death of Ikemefuna, whom he con-
sidered as elder brother because he made him feel grown up.59 "rough memory 
and picturing we could see how the people’s custom, which was determined by 
their gods deprived children of the right to life because they come in pairs. "ey 
were returning home with baskets of yams from distant farm across the stream 
when they had heard the voice of an infant crying in the thick forest. Nwoye had 
heard that twins were put in earthenware pots and thrown away in the forest but 
he had never yet come across them. A vague chill had descended on him and his 
head had seemed to swell, like a solitary walker at night that passes an evil spirit 
on the way. "en something had given way inside him. It descended on him again, 
this feeling, when his father walked in, that night a'er killing Ikemefuna.60 Nwoye 
is a#ected by cries of thrown away twins and the denial of life with the Umuo!a 
community, which is their fundamental right to life and the murder of Ikemefuna. 
Levire61 commenting memory notes that our current moods and sensations play 
a key role in how we remember event. "ey structure our evolving relationship to 
these “memories” as well as how we deal with and reconstruct them anew. Nwoye’s 
mood and the role of Ikemefuna in his life kept the memory of his death ever fresh-
er in his heart and form a critical aspect in de!ning his identity within the world 
of the novel. Nwoye is traumatized by his father’s constant criticism and the loss of 
Ikemefuna in his life and so he found solace in the new religion. Although Nwoye 
had been attracted to the new faith from the !rst day, he kept it secret. He dared 
not go too near the missionaries for fear of his father. But whenever they came 
to preach in the open market place or the village playground, Nwoye was there. 
And he was already beginning to know some of the simple stories they told.62 "e 
narratives of the new religion told within the framework of stories created a new 
form of memory. McNeill63 theorizing on the linguistic memory notes that when 

57 C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience…, op. cit.
58 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit.
59 Ibidem.
60 Ibidem.
61 A. Levire, Trauma and Memory… op. cit., p. 49. 
62 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit.
63 D. Mcneill, On Linguistic Memory, https://www.researchgate.net/pro!le/David-Mcneill-7/

publication/259293738_On_Linguistic_Memory/links/02e7e52ad05061d747000000/On-Linguis-
tic-Memory.pdf [accessed: 27.04.2022].
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language evolved, it created a new form of memory. We experience it daily as we 
speak. Experience and human actions are factors that in$uence the development 
of human language and the stories Nwoye listened to create a new form of memory 
di#erent from the traumatic memory of Umuo!a. Carey64 notes about art people 
of all ages have turned to play and to the arts to deal not only with the stresses of 
everyday life, but also to cope with trauma experiences that are too overwhelming 
for the ego to assimilate. "e foregoing highlights the reason Nwoye !nds solace 
in the new religion. Due to Nwoye’s acceptance of the new religion, Okonkwo pro-
gresses in abusing his son physically

One morning Okonkwo’s cousin, Amikwu, was passing by the church on his way from the 
neighboring village, when he saw Nwoye among the Christians. He was greatly surprised, 
and when he got home he went straight to Okonkwo’s hut and told him what he had seen. 
"e women began to talk excitedly, but Okonkwo was sat unmoved. It was late a'ernoon 
before Nwoye returned. He went into the Obi and saluted his father, but he did not answer. 
Nwoye turned round and walk into the inner compound when his father, suddenly over-
come with fury, sprang to his feet and gripped him by the neck. ‘Where have you been?’ He 
stammered. Nwoye struggled to free himself from the choking grip.65

Aside psychological abuse, Okonkwo abused Nwoye physically as a result of 
Nwoye’s choice to worship a god di#erent from that of Umuo!a. Achebe a%rms 
“Language was crucial to the creation of society” and Okonkwo’s words and ac-
tions have physical and psychological damage on Nwoye. 

Okonkwo’s failure is as product of trauma

From childhood, Umuo!a had de!ned a man based on !erceness, force and 
economic power. Macdonald66 a%rms the forgoing thus masculinity is de!ned 
through material practice. Unoka did not !t into this de!nition. However, Umu-
o!a was a changing society whose values were a#ected by time. Although social 
narratives conditioned Okonkwo and the de!nition of his father by the society, 
what he failed to understand was that, such tags were changing based on time. 
Benezer67 accounting for how trauma works in social context submits that trau-
matic events never happen in the social vacuum. "ey are connected to the social 

64 L. Carey, Expressive and Creative Arts Methods for Trauma Survivors, Philadelphia 2006, p. 9.
65 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit., p. 121, 130, 139.
66 M. Macdonald, Suicide falls through the cracks a symptomatic reading of Achebe’s “"ings Fall 

Apart”, [in:] C. Anyadike, K. Ayoola (ed.), Blazing the Path…, op. cit., p. 180.
67 G. Benezer, Trauma Signals in Life Stories, [in:] L. Rogers (ed.), Trauma and Life Stories, Lon-

don 1979, p. 30.



Traumatic memory and the abuse of child rights in Things Fall Apart 167

context in which they take place. In many if not most cases, they are related to 
the norms of society and to what is spoken about and what is kept silent in pub-
lic. Life stories include an exposition of the relation between the private and the 
collective context. Okonkwo’s trauma happened within a social context and this 
social context is not static. Okonkwo was coming back to meet a community that 
his father Unoka would have been considered not a fail but a part of the wider 
society. “Umuo!a had indeed changed during the seven years Okonkwo had been 
in exile. "e church had come and led many astray. Not only the low-born and the 
outcast but sometimes a worth man had joined it.”68 In seeing this society Okonk-
wo was deeply grieved. And it was not just a personal grief. He mourned for the 
clan, which he saw breaking up and falling apart, and he mourned for the warlike 
men of Umuo!a, who had so unaccountably become so' like women.69 "e soci-
ety, which classi!ed Unoka as a failure as a result of his approach to life suddenly, 
accepted such ways, which Okonkwo failed to understand. Okonkwo su#ers from 
childhood de!nition of his father from social narratives and his father’s negligence 
to take economic responsibility toward his family and these “agbala-men of the 
society now accept” is that which they had rejected. Casper and Wertheimer70 sub-
mission highlights the nature of Okonkwo’s trauma when they note that trauma 
describes events unique in their ability to disrupt or conform to both what we be-
lieve know about bodies (our own and those of others), and our ways of knowing 
about embodiment Caruth.71 Okonkwo’s trauma did not allow him to accept the 
change in the society. His trauma kept making reference to his past and the de!-
nition of strength within Umuo!a. As he lay on his bamboo bed he thought about 
the treatment he had received in the white man’s court, and he swore vengeance. 
If Umuo!a decided on war, all would be well. But if they chose to be cowards he 
would go out and avenge himself. He thought about wars in the past.72 "is was the 
society Okonkwo knew and was raised in and assumed the responsibility to hold 
on to such de!nition, and not to be considered weakling like his father Okonkwo. 
In a $ash Okonkwo drew his matchet. "e messenger crouched to avoid the blow. 
It was useless. Okonkwo’s matchet descended twice and the man’s head lay beside 
his uniformed body.73 "e foregoing is the greatest undoing of Okonkwo within 
the world of the novel and highlights his traumatic rejection of the gentleness of 
his father, which was a source of trauma from his childhood. Carey highlights the 

68 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit.
69 Ibidem.
70 J. Casper, E. Wertheimer, Critical Studies: Understanding Violence, Con$ict and Memory in 

Every Day Life, New York 2016, p. 30.
71 C. Caruth, Unclaimed Experience…, op. cit., p. 30.
72 C. Achebe, "ings Fall Apart…, op. cit.
73 Ibidem.
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nature of Okonkwo’s trauma thus memories of traumatic experiences are di%-
cult, if not impossible to access. Even by the character but it !nds expression in 
the character’s actions. Okonkwo stood looking at the dead man. He knew that 
Umuo!a would not go to war. He knew because they had let the other messengers 
escape. "ey had broken into tumult instead of action. He discerned fright in that 
tumult. He heard voices asking: Why did he do it?74 It was a'er this realisation that 
Okonkwo committed suicide. 

Conclusion

Achebe’s TFA depicts Okonkwo and his aspiration to !t into the social de!nition 
of Umuo!a, what a successful man motivated him to be aggressive, !erce and as-
sertive and this is as a result of the strong hatred that he has for the qualities as-
sociated with his father. "e social narrative about the failure of Unoka and his 
inability to provide for his family leading to the neglect of Okonkwo in Achebe’s 
"ings Fall Apart were part of the issues that conditioned Okonkwo at childhood. 
"e fear of not wanting to be identi!ed with his father who was a weakling during 
his time was a traumatic memory that !nds expression in Okonkwo abusing his 
son Nwoye physically and psychological. To some extent there was no child’s right 
in Umuo!a society and the surrounding communities as the murder of Ikemefuna 
illustrates. "e gods are implicated in the murder of Ikemefuna whose only o#ence 
was that he was a child and came from a particular community. "e tradition, 
which is linked to the gods, played an important role in the throwing of children 
into the evil forest, which is the abuse of the fundamental rights of children to life. 
Okonkwo from the examination of Achebe’s "ings Fall Apart is a trauma patient 
and his untreated trauma is continuous and referential in his dealing with others 
and !nds expression in his aggression and fear from being like his father. 
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