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Things Fall Apart and Are Rebuilt: 
How a Shift in Culture Created by Missionaries Brought Possibility to Nigerian Women 

 
 Chimamanda Adichie's short story, “The Headstrong Historian” (2008) and Chinua Achebe's 

novel, Things Fall Apart (1958), are two pieces of postcolonial literature that use fiction to 

simultaneously give a glimpse into Nigerian society and comment on the reality of colonialism in 

Nigeria. These stories are not counter-discursive; they were not aimed at particular canonical texts. 

Instead, they can be considered partners in conveying similar messages. Although Adichie wrote her 

short story long after Achebe published Things Fall Apart, it is not intended as a follow-up, but as a 

companion. When held up against each other, these two stories communicate many similar ideas – 

including the future for women of 19th century Nigeria.  

 The first half of Things Fall Apart explores the repercussions of the actions of the protagonist, 

Okonkwo. Then, in the second half of the novel, the focus of the novel grows larger as the external 

influence of European missionaries is felt in Okonkwo's community. A similar “falling apart” occurs in 

“The Headstrong Historian.” Nwamgba's struggle with her late husband's cousins is contained to her 

world until she decides to allow the missionaries to educate her son, and then the struggle becomes far 

greater than that of her individual sphere. In both stories, to borrow W. B. Yeats' phrasing from “The 

Second Coming,” the center cannot hold and anarchy is loosed upon their worlds.  

 However, when things fall apart for the characters in their respective stories, it does not have to 

be considered the end for these characters. The Igbo people and Nigeria do not cease to exist because 

their existence is complicated. There is hope for their future by the end of each story – a future far 

different than any of their ancestors could have imagined, but a future nonetheless. Although Okonkwo 

ultimately fails in his life's mission and takes his life, his family continues. And although Nwamgba 
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feels she has lost her son, the spirit of her husband is in her granddaughter. The younger generations 

must navigate the presence of white people in their land, must find a way to honour their traditions in a 

world where they are told they are primitive, and must work to build an independent country when 

freedom is granted to them far in the future. 

 Concerning these two texts and the idea that the introduction of Christianity and European 

culture by missionaries complicated Nigeria's world (without stripping it of its future), a central theme 

to consider is the place of women within Nigerian society. Both stories make it clear that women in 

Nigeria are crucial to society, although the men are adamant to avoid acknowledging their contribution. 

So when the shift in culture comes, the role of women is made more complex. The change in their 

social position is positive – their possibilities are increased. The nature of Nigeria's future changes, and 

with it the nature of women's place in that future was opened to reconsideration. Sometimes when the 

ways of a culture shift, there is an opportunity for the marginalized members of society to find a new 

voice. This is the case in 19th century Nigeria within these two stories. Along with the struggles and 

suffering, there is hope for women. The nature of their voice in society changes, culture's definition of 

the effeminate shifts, and broken family relationships create realigned relational values.  

 The voice of Nigerian women within these stories before the missionaries’ influence is subtle 

yet powerful. The bulk of their influence comes from either prominent women or from their use of song 

and story. First, an examination of the traditional voice of women is necessary before the nature of its 

changes can be explored.  

 Priestesses in traditional Igbo culture had a respected voice. This respect drew mostly from the 

god whom the priestess represented. In Things Fall Apart, there are two prominent priestesses. The 

first, named Chika, is the priestess during the time of Okonkwo's father, Unoka. She is described as 

“full of the power of her god, and... greatly feared” (Achebe 17). The god Agbala is revered, and those 

who approach him must do so through his representative, who is a woman. Achebe paints a strong 
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image of the shrine to which worshippers must go: they must crawl on their stomachs (a position of 

deep submission) into a hillside cave. The interior of the shrine is completely dark except for the 

barely-distinguishable figure of the priestess, who conveys the will of the god. In this religious setting, 

it is not questioned that men should crawl into the presence of a woman because she is considered the 

manifestation of their god.  

 When Okonkwo is a grown man, the priestess is a woman named Chielo. The community's 

respect for her is evident; when she comes into Okonkwo's compound in the middle of the night and 

carries away his favourite child, Ezinma, no one stops her (100). Even the great warrior Okonkwo sits 

by and lets the priestess leave (although both he and Ezinma's mother follow the priestess to ensure 

their child's safety, they dare not interfere). Chielo is revered when the spirit of Agbala is upon her, but 

in “ordinary life” she is a widow with two children who is hardly associated with the priestess (49). It is 

evident from the way that Okonkwo's family treats Chielo in the market compared to in the night when 

Chielo is acting as a priestess, that Chielo embodies a divided identity. As a widow, she has little power 

within her community, but as the priestess no one questions her word.  

 Within the traditional religious context, Nigerian women had great opportunity for positions of 

power. When Christianity is introduced and women begin to enter into the new religious framework, 

non-priestesses are given a greater chance at equality. The missionaries at the church in Okonkwo's 

village are adamant that the marginalized members of society be welcomed into their congregation. 

Although there is less opportunity for female leadership within this new context, there is more 

opportunity for ordinary women to participate in the daily functions of the religion. Women can 

become missionaries, as is evident in “The Headstrong Historian” when Father Shanahan at the 

Catholic mission considers Nwamgba and decides that she would make an excellent missionary 

(Adichie 209). He sees that “there was much potential to be harnessed if [the Nigerian women's] 

wildness could be tamed” (209). Nwamgba has no interest in the Christian faith; she is consumed with 



DeBruyn 4 

 

the need to stop her late husband's meddling cousins. However, Father Shanahan's thoughts hint that 

any woman, not just a woman ordained as priestess, would receive more flexibility within society 

under Christian influence. Unlike Chielo, whose voice was only respected while she was under the 

influence of Agbala, the voices of missionary women would be more consistently heard.  

 In Things Fall Apart, the religious shift is felt more strongly – and violently – amongst the 

community than within “The Headstrong Historian.” This novel indicates more strongly that the old 

ways may have been compromised, as well as women's place in that religious structure. When a 

Christian convert kills the sacred python, this unthinkable act causes the community to decide to 

ostracize the Christians (Achebe 159). But the Christians persist until they commit another unthinkable 

act: one of them unmasks one of the men representing the ancestors – effectively killing that ancestor. 

During the ensuing violent conflict between the Christians and the Nigerians who still adhere to the 

traditional faith, it becomes clear that the white men hold the upper hand as they are supported by 

foreign powers with better guns. Okonkwo takes his life, seeing that the men of his community have 

failed to fight and have become “soft like women” (183). It is evident from history that the trend of 

Christian conversion continued from where Achebe's story left off. In the ways that the traditional 

religion was overcome, so the power of the voice of the priestesses may have been compromised. And 

so, although there were positions of power available to women within the traditional religion, the 

possibilities within Christianity soon becomes the primary outlet for women to find a voice.  

 Within the broader context of Nigerian society, women are also able to influence their society 

with their voice as mothers. They influence their children and in so doing, build up the future leaders of 

the community. Within Things Fall Apart, Achebe tells a few of the stories of the women. Although 

“deceptively simple,” these stories offer deep insight into the circumstances of the characters (Jeyifo 

228). These stories, told to the children, teach them deep truths which they carry with them throughout 

their lives (stories such as that of the conniving tortoise who tricked the birds into giving him all their 
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food, but in the end the birds gain revenge on the tortoise and shatter his shell). The influence of 

mothers is formative to men and women alike.  

 In the world of Things Fall Apart, in order to become men, boys must break away from 

dependency on (and in a sense respect of) their mothers' wisdom. The women's stories are deemed 

good only for a short time, and then their stories become irrelevant to grown men. Okonkwo's son 

Nwoye pretends that he no longer wants to hear the stories of his mother so that he may be a better man 

(Achebe 54). Okonkwo criticizes his son for being insufficiently masculine, and takes great pride in his 

own independence from his mother's influence. As Biodun Jeyifo points out in an essay on Okonkwo's 

relationship with his mother, Okonkwo seems to have succeeded in forgetting his mother's part in 

shaping his ideas and personality (Jeyifo 228). Despite Okonkwo's opinion that his mother played little 

role in shaping him as a man, Jeyifo argues that Okonkwo's persistent repulsion at the thought of men 

holding feminine characteristics is the product of fear. He, and perhaps the other men in his 

community, is insecure about the creative power held by women (236). The stories like the ones that 

Okonkwo's mother passed to him persistently influence the men into adulthood, and their lessons 

continue to hold true. Okonkwo's mother's story of Mosquito and Ear is one of the most thought-

provoking stories shared within Things Fall Apart. Ear, portrayed as female, asserts dominance over 

the male Mosquito. When Mosquito comes to Ear to ask her to marry him, she mocks and rejects him 

for looking almost dead. As Okonkwo tries to shake his recollection of this story, he betrays his fear 

that female dominance is the enemy of the male “life-force” (229). And so, although society dictates 

that in order for a boy to become a man he must separate himself from his mother and her stories, 

within Things Fall Apart Achebe reveals the lasting power of the voice of mothers – and the fear that 

haunts men concerning the power that lies in their voice.  

 The nature of storytelling amongst women changes with the introduction of European culture. 

Nigerian storytelling, which had been almost entirely oral, is introduced to written communication. In 
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“The Headstrong Historian,” Nwamgba takes her son Anikwenwa to learn English at the Catholic 

mission so that he might be granted the power to fight for his rights in the courts and defeat his father's 

cousins. Throughout Adichie's short story, the power of language is a major theme.  

 By the end of “The Headstrong Historian,” Nwamgba's granddaughter, Grace, is in school – she 

knows how to read and write. She becomes one of the few women to attend the University College in 

Ibadan in 1950 (Adichie 217). Grace finds empowerment through education. She is motivated to raise 

her voice as she begins to see the way her people are being viewed. When her teacher tells her that her 

grandmother's poetry is not true poetry because “primitive tribes” do not create poetry, and when Mr. 

Gboyega resigns from the university because he is appalled that African history would be made a 

subject of study, Grace is driven to speak up for her culture (217). She writes a book called Pacifying 

with Bullets: A Reclaimed History of Southern Nigeria. This is a direct reference to the book mentioned 

at the end of Things Fall Apart. The District Commissioner who comes into Okonkwo's community 

writes a book called The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger (Achebe 209). In the 

end, it is a woman who goes on to produce a counter-narrative to this book first mentioned in Things 

Fall Apart. Grace, like her ancestors, passes on a story. But her range of listeners is far wider than that 

of the Nigerian mothers. Through the education introduced along with the missionaries, she comes to 

be able to speak up for her culture and tell her story through writing.  

 In addition to the voice of women within a religious context and as storytellers, Nigerian 

women also experience a shifting of voice in societal structures. During Nwamgba's long struggle 

against her late husband's cousins who try to claim the land and resources he left behind, she meets 

endless frustrations wherein her protests are ignored. While her son is young, she uses what resources 

she does possess despite being a powerless widow. When the cousins take her husband's yams, she 

waits until night and sings loudly to the clan of their grievances against her (Adichie 203). That time, 

the elders side with her. But other times the elders do not sympathize with her. Her use of song 
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nevertheless reveals that even a vulnerable widow can use her limited arsenal of verbal power to gain 

support.  

 Nwamgba, much like Okonkwo, has a warrior mentality about achieving her goals. Adichie has 

chosen to make her hero a woman, but this does not stop her hero from pursuing her ambitions as 

vigorously as Achebe’s male hero. Nwamgba wants to defeat her late husband's cousins and take back 

what he had earned (207). So she first uses her own words to reaffirm to Anikwenwa what is rightfully 

his. She takes him for walks and tells him what lands his father has passed on to him (204). As her son 

grows older, she passes on the task of fighting the cousins to her son, seeing that her power is 

insufficient to protect them from them. She sees the potential for him in learning English, and decides 

that Anikwenwa must “learn enough of the language to fight his father's cousins” (208). But the use of 

a new language to do so is not a simple act, and after her son becomes educated in English she loses 

him to the new European society. He comes to occupy a different “mental space” than she (211). 

Although her son does succeed in conquering the cousins, the story does not end there. Nwamgba and 

her son enter into a new era – but unlike her son, Nwamgba stubbornly resists the new ways.   

 Anikwenwa takes a new name, Michael, when he enters the Catholic mission. This 

transformation of identity goes deeper than his name. His perception of women seems to be one of 

many things to have shifted. He takes a Christian wife named Agnes (whom Nwamgba insists on 

calling by her “real name,” Mgbeke) (212). When his mother asks him if he will undergo the traditional 

marriage rites, Anikwenwa refuses because he now disagrees with the sinful ways of his tribe. He tells 

her that a woman should not be touched by a man under any circumstances, so she should not have to 

swear that a man had not touched her since her husband indicated interest in marrying her (212).  

 Is it possible for someone to reconfigure their culturally embedded understanding of women? 

Anikwenwa makes it clear that he has separated from his cultural roots. He no longer eats his mother's 

food (212). If a man can grow to have a distaste for the food on which he was raised, it is also possible 
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for him to actively turn from the predispositions which he was taught. This kind of shift bodes well for 

Nigerian women entering into the new culture brought by the Europeans. Amongst the realignment of 

beliefs, there is for them an underlying possibility for a different position in society and to gain a new 

form of voice. Progress would be slow, certainly, but as seen in “The Headstrong Historian,” 

Nwamgba's granddaughter Grace, has the opportunity to gain an education and play an active part in 

shaping her society as a member of the next generation of the more complex society.  

 The differences in character between Nwamgba, Mgbeke, and Grace within “The Headstrong 

Historian” reflect the varying degrees to which women can use the power of voice available to them. 

Mgbeke, a woman of weaker character (although this is considered desirable as a woman), does little to 

change her circumstances. But it is Nwamgba and Grace who use every resource available to them – 

and Grace's greater success is a reflection of the greater resources available to her so that she may use 

her voice.  

 In addition to the changing nature of voice for women within Nigeria in the 19th century, “The 

Headstrong Historian” and Things Fall Apart both address society's shifting understanding of 

femininity. Within Things Fall Apart, this shift is more of a foretelling than anything apparent. Achebe 

carefully places the narrative commentary amidst Okonkwo's determinedly anti-feminine mentality.  

 Okonkwo's greatest enemy is the possibility of becoming like his father, and so he 

overcompensates by emphasizing manliness in himself, his fellow clansmen, and his sons. Manliness is 

to Okonkwo an ideal, and to be associated with anything feminine is shameful. His most-used insult is 

to call a fellow man womanly, using it in one instance to “kill the man's spirit” (Achebe 26). He calls 

himself a woman for feeling remorse after killing his adopted son, Ikemenfuna (65). This is the only 

time in the novel where Okonkwo shows remorse for any of his poor decisions. He is also upset that he 

is upset. This can be traced to his idea that his father held the characteristics which Okonkwo associates 

with women. Emotions and remorse for violence are, to Okonkwo, signs of femininity. Since he 
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associates his father with women, all women to him are the embodiment of everything he wants to 

avoid.  

 Okonkwo despises the laziness in his son Nwoye. He states that he has too much of his mother 

in him, but as he says this, his friend concludes silently that Nwoye in fact has too much of his 

grandfather in him – Nwoye has inherited many of his grandfather’s traits, traits which sent his family 

into debt and bad reputation (66). Okonkwo knows this to be true, but does not admit it even to himself. 

His way of processing the shame of his father is an adamant pursuit of manliness. This in part explains 

the fear of female dominance which Biodun Jeyifo points out in his essay. Okonkwo unfortunately 

passes on his expectations to his son; he projects his insecurities onto Nwoye. And Nwoye suffers for 

it. 

 Although he is not a woman, the changing society created by Christian missionaries opens up 

opportunity for Nwoye as well. His entire life, Nwoye struggles to be manlier in the face of his father's 

constant disappointment. Ikemenfuna is a better son to Okonkwo than Nwoye would ever be, yet after 

three years with their family Ikemenfuna is killed. After that, Nwoye lacks anyone whom he can 

admire. Nwoye's struggle with other cultural norms is answered when the missionaries offer a new path 

for the future. For Nwoye, the European way is harmonious with this temperament and is an identity 

outside the unattainable ideal created for him by his father.  

 After Nwoye starts to participate in the new religion, a relative sees Nwoye amongst the 

Christians and tells Okonkwo. When Nwoye returns home that day, Okonkwo beats him and demands 

that Nwoye tells him where he has been. But Nwoye is silent in the face of his father's rage, and when 

Okonkwo releases him he leaves and never returns (152). He is freed from his father's crippling 

expectations – and also free to be as “feminine” as he wishes. Nwoye, similar to Anikwenwa of “The 

Headstrong Historian,” leaves his culture in favour of the European one.  

 Nwoye and Anikwenwa both decide to create their future within the colonial context. For both 



DeBruyn 10 

 

men, it holds the answers to the struggles they had within their traditional society. Neither man shows 

any remorse for turning away from his roots. Their decision is not a simple one, and undoubtedly the 

consequences are many (as evidenced in their broken familial relationships). However within their 

decision to break away from tradition is a hope that their assumptions about women could change, too. 

With European influence came a catalyst for reconsidering the value of women. This is not to say that 

Europeans held a superior opinion of women. Rather, the decision by men like Nwoye and Anikwenwa 

to reshape their worldview creates the possibility of the beginning of a long process towards rewriting 

assumptions about the value of feminine attributes within society.  

  One of these deeply-embedded understandings of the feminine is the idea of motherland and 

fatherland. When Okonkwo is exiled from his clan for accidentally killing a boy, he returns to the land 

of his mother's kin. When an elder of the land sees how miserable Okonkwo is to be living in his 

mother's lands, he explains that the fatherland is a place for prosperous men, and the motherland is a 

place for healing. Although he reaffirms the value of women in their healing capacity, the man also 

reaffirms the assumption that a powerful man must leave his mother's land (much like he must close his 

ears to her stories) (134).  Again and again the underlying association of power with men persists: 

harsher crimes are “male” crimes and unintentional crimes are considered “female” (124). The staple 

food, yam, is considered a man's crop whereas the lesser crops are the work of women.  

 For Nwoye and Anikwenwa, however, they are leaving the motherland and the fatherland. They 

are relinquishing the culture which embraces these ideas of femininity. The missionaries are re-

teaching femininity based on their understanding of what it means. As Nwamgba notices when she 

visits the Anglican mission, the girls are being taught to sew, but from her understanding sewing is 

men's work (Adichie 208). The power of education is that it creates of new ideas and challenges old 

ones. For the first time, these men are being educated by someone with a different worldview than their 

culture. Here lies the catalyst for reconsidering the characteristics associated with femininity.  
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 Weaker crops, lesser crimes, and the like are considered effeminate. And women are 

generalized as being weak and submissive as well. But these societal generalizations do not go 

unchallenged within these stories. Nwamgba breaks the mold for women. Indeed she does not fit well 

into her society's expectations of femininity. She is assertive and thinks for herself. The men she 

engages with have only societal structure in their favour; had Nwamgba been given more influence 

within society she would have overcome her late husband's cousins by her own power. While her 

husband is alive, she even takes it upon herself to find another wife for him when he would not – which 

is certainly not a woman's duty (200). To borrow Biodun Jeyifo's term, she is an “honourary man” 

(Jeyifo 232). Her granddaughter Grace, too, has the spirit of Nwamgba's husband in her. In fact, it is 

more accurate to say that Grace is filled with the spirit of her grandmother as well.  

 Another “honourary man” is Okonkwo's daughter Ezinma. Okonkwo treasures her and thinks 

continually how she should have been a man (Achebe 64). He sees that her spirit is the “right spirit” 

(66). It is significant that Okonkwo acknowledges this despite the fact that she is still a woman. Ezinma 

understands her father better than any of her siblings, and the two have a close bond. Even her 

relationship with her mother is one of equals, despite her young age (77). When the priestess takes her 

in the night, Okonkwo follows to protect her (108). When Ezinma falls ill, Okonkwo takes it upon 

himself to nurse her back to health (85). No matter how deeply Okonkwo loves Ezinma, however, he 

still never stops regretting that she is a girl (172). Despite her strong spirit, her deep connection with 

him, and her good character, Okonkwo still associates Ezinma with all things effeminate.  

 If the Igbo culture had been allowed to continue uninterrupted by foreigners, women would 

likely have worked over time to change their position in society and free themselves from deep 

association with all things weak and inferior. But when a new worldview imposes itself on Nigerian 

culture, although much is lost, there is something to be gained from colonialism. Women as strong as 

Ezinma could undoubtedly use the influx of new ideas to press for social recognition.  
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 The voice of women changes with the coming of Christian missionaries, as do the ideas of 

femininity within Nigerian culture. Additionally, with changing familial relationships comes a shift in 

the value of women. As the title of Achebe's novel suggests, things fall apart in Nigeria. One of those 

things is family. Families are divided and relationships are discarded as a result of foreign influence. 

These relationships may have been strained before the missionaries arrived, but even if this was the 

case, the process was quickened by European interference (Nnoromele 269). Families began to splinter 

as members of society decided whether to adhere to the new religion or maintain the old ways (269). 

Newly created family divisions call for cutting out some family members and maintaining relations 

with others. Whereas a son would once affiliate closely with his father, if ostracized from his father, a 

son would likely turn to his mother.  

 This can be seen in Nwoye's situation. He leaves his father and never associates with him again. 

But in the narrative of Things Fall Apart, one line alludes to his relationship with the rest of his family. 

All that is said is that he returns home and converts his mother and his siblings to his new faith (Achebe 

152). This suggests that he now sees his mother as his sole parent, and cares for her enough to come 

back to show her the truths he believes he has found. Anikwenwa attempts the same with his mother, 

but with no success. Even on her deathbed, she refuses to convert to Christianity (Adichie 215). Their 

relationship is strained, similar to that of Okonkwo and Nwoye. As a widow, Nwamgba was always 

Anikwenwa's only parent. Despite their differences, there exists between them the memory of the 

connection they once shared when he was a child. For the Igbo people, the children are considered the 

husband's (Achebe 74). But for Nwoye and Anikwenwa, they feel deeply that they belong to their 

mothers.  

 These fragmented family dynamics in both stories are a consequence of colonial impact on the 

Igbo culture. With the pain of lost relationships, however, comes opportunity for mothers, daughters, 

and sisters to be seen in a new light. The dependency that was once placed on fathers and brothers, if 
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severed by disagreement, relocates in female members of the family. These redrawn family dynamics 

create opportunity for the position of women in society once again to be reconsidered. Identity, which 

for the Nigerians is confused by European influence, extends to family identity. The traditional 

interactions of families change. Simultaneously, the female identity within the family changes as well.  

 The female voice, the perception of femininity, and the place of women within the family all 

encounter change with the coming of missionaries within Things Fall Apart and “The Headstrong 

Historian.” The society which the missionaries brought into Nigeria in the 19th century was not superior 

to the existing culture. It was, however, an introduction of a wide span of new ideas. The impact of 

colonialism on the region was devastating. But, focusing on the position of women within these stories 

and the changes that occur after the arrival of the Europeans, it is evident that the introduction of new 

ideas acted as a catalyst to begin a shift in the way Nigerian women are viewed by their society.  

 These two stories are not hopeless tales. Colonialism does not end in misery: both Adichie and 

Achebe make it clear that the story is not over for Nigeria. Although Achebe's story ends with the 

failure of the protagonist Okonkwo (who takes his own life), it alludes to the future that awaits his 

family, who carry on. In Adichie's story, the hope is clearly present as Grace engages with her world 

and impacts her future. These stories respond to colonialism and show that amidst trial and changes, 

Nigeria creates a new path for itself. Nigeria has a future; for women this future is full of possibility.  
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