
My Father Like River: A Literary Analysis of
the Paternal Figure in Chinua Achebe's Novel
In Chinua Achebe's poignant and widely acclaimed novel, "Things Fall
Apart," the character of the father, Okonkwo, looms large as a complex and
enigmatic figure. Achebe masterfully employs symbolism and vivid imagery
to create a multifaceted portrayal of Okonkwo, one that simultaneously
evokes admiration and sympathy. This essay will delve into the literary
analysis of Okonkwo's character, exploring his patriarchal role, the
complexities of his relationship with his family, and the tragic consequences
of his unwavering adherence to traditional values.

Okonkwo: A Man of Strength and Tradition

Okonkwo is a man of immense physical and emotional strength. He is a
skilled wrestler, renowned for his victories in the annual Igbo wrestling
matches. His strength extends beyond the physical realm; he is also an
esteemed warrior, revered for his bravery and leadership in battle.
Okonkwo's formidable reputation cements his status as a respected and
influential figure within his community.
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However, Okonkwo's strength is tempered by a deep-rooted adherence to
traditional values. He is a staunch believer in the Igbo cultural norms, which
emphasize masculinity, stoicism, and the importance of lineage. Okonkwo's
unwavering belief in tradition shapes his every action and decision, often
leading to both positive and negative consequences.

The Patriarchal Father

As the father of nine, Okonkwo embodies the patriarchal authority figure.
He expects unquestioning obedience from his wives and children, believing
that a strong hand is necessary to maintain order and discipline within the
household. Okonkwo's parenting style is often harsh and authoritarian,
reflecting his own strict adherence to tradition.

Okonkwo's relationship with his wives is particularly strained. He views
women as inferior beings, fit only for domestic duties and childbearing. He
treats them with disdain, often resorting to physical and emotional abuse.
Okonkwo's patriarchal dominance extends beyond his own family; he is
also a vocal advocate for the traditional Igbo system of male superiority.

The Father and the Son

Okonkwo's fraught relationship with his son, Nwoye, is a central thematic
element in "Things Fall Apart." Okonkwo disapproves of Nwoye's gentle
and artistic nature, seeing it as a betrayal of his own masculine ideals. He
repeatedly punishes Nwoye in an attempt to "beat the weakness" out of
him.
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Nwoye's rejection of his father's values culminates in his conversion to
Christianity, an act that deeply wounds and angers Okonkwo. The
generational conflict between father and son symbolizes the clash between
tradition and modernity, highlighting the challenges faced by the Igbo
society in the face of Western influence.

The Tragic Consequences

Okonkwo's unwavering adherence to tradition ultimately leads to his tragic
demise. His refusal to adapt to the changing times and his inability to
accept Nwoye's choices drive a wedge between him and his family. His
pride and fear of weakness prevent him from reconciling with his son or
understanding the true meaning of strength.

In a desperate attempt to prove his worth and restore his honor, Okonkwo
commits suicide. His tragic end serves as a cautionary tale about the
dangers of inflexibility and the importance of embracing change.

Chinua Achebe's "My Father Like River" is a powerful and thought-
provoking novel that explores the complexities of the paternal figure
through the character of Okonkwo. Achebe skillfully portrays Okonkwo as a
man of both strength and weakness, a patriarch torn between tradition and
modernity. Okonkwo's tragic downfall serves as a testament to the
consequences of unbending adherence to tradition and the importance of
adapting to the ever-changing world.

Okonkwo's character remains a timeless representation of the struggles
faced by fathers in all cultures, highlighting the challenges of balancing
authority, tradition, and the emotional needs of family. Through his vivid and
nuanced portrayal of Okonkwo, Achebe invites readers to reflect upon the



complexities of fatherhood and the enduring impact that fathers have on
their children.
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