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In Chinua Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo is often portrayed as the
epitome of strength, masculinity, and adherence to traditional Igbo values.
Throughout the story, readers are led to believe that Okonkwo’s strict
adherence to customs and his rejection of anything perceived as feminine or
weak define his character. However, a closer examination of his efforts to
follow the priestess, Chielo, reveals nuanced aspects of his personality that
may contradict this simplified portrayal. His actions and motivations suggest
complexities that challenge the straightforward image of a rigid, unyielding
warrior, pointing instead to a layered individual grappling with internal
conflicts, societal expectations, and personal fears.

Understanding Okonkwo’s Character: The Surface
Perspective

The Traditional Hero

Okonkwo is often seen as a traditional hero who embodies the ideals of
strength, resilience, and respect for customs. His rise from poverty to
prominence is attributed to his hard work and determination, and he
consistently strives to distance himself from his father’s perceived
weakness.

The Rejection of Feminine Traits

Throughout the novel, Okonkwo exhibits a strong aversion to traits associated
with femininity, such as softness, emotion, and indecision. This aversion
influences his relationships and decisions, shaping his reputation among his
peers and community.

The Significance of the Priestess Chielo in
Igbo Culture

The Role of the Priestess

Chielo, the priestess of Agbala, holds a significant spiritual position in
Umuofia. She is the conduit between the gods and the people, responsible for
carrying out sacred rituals and delivering divine messages. Her character
embodies spiritual authority and cultural tradition.



Okonkwo’s Interaction with Chielo

Okonkwo'’s interactions with Chielo, particularly during her nocturnal visits
to see Ekwefi’s daughter, Ezinma, reveal a complex dynamic. Despite her role
as a spiritual leader, Okonkwo shows a mixture of respect, curiosity, and
concern for her well-being.

What Okonkwo’s Effort to Follow the Priestess
Reveals

His Respect for Tradition and Spiritual Authority

One of the most telling aspects of Okonkwo’s efforts to follow the priestess
is his acknowledgment of spiritual authority. When Chielo takes Ezinma to the
Oracle’s shrine, Okonkwo does not oppose her but instead shows concern for
her safety, respecting her spiritual role even if he does not fully
understand or agree with it.

e He follows her discreetly, demonstrating obedience to cultural norms.

e His actions indicate a recognition of the importance of spiritual
figures in Igbo society.

His Internal Conflict and Hidden Fears

Despite outward appearances of strength, Okonkwo’s actions suggest underlying
fears and insecurities. His willingness to follow the priestess, despite the
potential danger or social awkwardness, hints at a desire to maintain harmony
with the spiritual order, which he might see as essential for his social
standing.

Contradictions in His Character

While Okonkwo champions masculinity and independence, his submission to the
spiritual authority embodied by Chielo reveals contradictions:

— His respect for the priestess may be driven by pragmatic reasons rather
than genuine belief.

— He shows a willingness to accept spiritual authority that he publicly
dismisses as superstitious.

This duality highlights the complexity of his character, suggesting that his
adherence to customs is not purely driven by conviction but also by social
and personal necessity.

The Contradiction Between His Actions and His
Public Persona



Public Persona as a Warrior and Patriarch

Okonkwo’s reputation is built on his strength, his success in warfare, and
his role as a leader. He prides himself on his independence and his ability
to control his emotions, especially anger.

Private Submissions and Fears

In contrast, his actions towards the priestess reveal a man who is not
entirely fearless:

— His concern for Ezinma’'s safety during her visit to the shrine shows
maternal and protective instincts.

— His obedience to spiritual figures indicates that he recognizes forces
beyond his control, contradicting his image as a stoic, self-reliant man.

Implications of Okonkwo’s Efforts to Follow the
Priestess

Revealing His Complex Nature

Okonkwo's attempt to follow the priestess and respect her role reveals that
beneath his tough exterior, he is a man deeply embedded in a society that
values tradition, spirituality, and social harmony. His actions suggest:

— A recognition of the importance of spiritual authority, even if he publicly
dismisses it.

— An internal struggle between personal beliefs and societal expectations.

Challenging the Stereotype of the “Strong Man”

This behavior complicates the stereotype of Okonkwo as a purely aggressive
and unfeeling leader. Instead, it portrays him as a person who, despite his
aspirations to embody strength and independence, is still vulnerable to the
cultural and spiritual influences that shape his community.

What This Contradiction Tells Us About His Character

The contradiction between what Okonkwo outwardly advocates and his actual
behavior underscores themes of human complexity and societal influence in
Things Fall Apart. It suggests that:

— No individual is purely one-dimensional.

— Cultural expectations can influence behavior in subtle ways, even for those
who outwardly reject them.

— Internal conflicts are an inherent part of human nature, especially in
traditional societies undergoing change.

Conclusion: The Deeper Meaning Behind Okonkwo'’s
Actions

In sum, Okonkwo'’s effort to follow the priestess of Agbala reveals much about



his true character—his respect for tradition, his internal fears, and his
complex relationship with authority. While he projects an image of strength
and independence, his actions toward Chielo and the spiritual realm suggest
that he is also governed by the same cultural forces he often seeks to
oppose. This contradiction enriches our understanding of Okonkwo, portraying
him not merely as a tragic hero or a rigid traditionalist, but as a
multifaceted individual navigating the tumultuous currents of societal
change, personal identity, and spiritual belief. Recognizing these nuances
helps us appreciate the depth of Achebe’s character and the intricate
tapestry of Igbo life, where strength and vulnerability coexist, shaping the
destiny of both individuals and communities.

Frequently Asked Questions

What does Okonkwo's effort to follow the priestess
reveal about his character?

It shows that despite his traditional masculinity and desire to appear
strong, Okonkwo is willing to seek spiritual guidance and respect cultural
rituals, indicating a complex blend of pride and reverence for tradition.

How does Okonkwo's attempt to follow the priestess
contradict his usual image as a tough, independent
man?

It suggests that he recognizes the importance of spiritual authority and is

willing to submit to religious figures, which contrasts with his generally
aggressive and self-reliant persona.

What might Okonkwo’s actions toward the priestess
indicate about his internal conflicts or
vulnerabilities?

His efforts could imply that he is grappling with uncertainties or doubts
about his strength and status, leading him to seek validation or guidance
from spiritual sources.

Does Okonkwo's willingness to follow the priestess
challenge his portrayal as a rigid traditionalist?

Yes, it shows that he is adaptable and recognizes the significance of
spiritual practices, indicating that his adherence to tradition is nuanced
rather than inflexible.

What does this behavior suggest about the themes of
tradition versus personal agency in the novel?

It highlights that characters like Okonkwo navigate complex relationships
with tradition, sometimes conforming to rituals to maintain social standing
or personal integrity, which can reveal contradictions in their outward
actions versus inner beliefs.
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In Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo is often portrayed as a proud,
stoic figure, embodying the traditional Igbo values of strength, masculinity,
and resilience. However, a closer examination of his efforts to follow the
priestess and adhere to spiritual and cultural practices reveals layers of
complexity that challenge the straightforward narrative of his character.
This analysis explores what Okonkwo’s actions in following the priestess say
about his internal conflicts, desires, and contradictions—elements that might
seem at odds with the image of an unwavering, stoic warrior we’ve been led to
believe.

The Cultural Significance of the Priestess in Igbo Society

Before delving into Okonkwo’s motivations, it’s essential to understand the
role of the priestess in Igbo society. The priestess, often regarded as a
conduit to the spiritual world, holds a position of reverence and authority.
She embodies the spiritual and cultural traditions that govern the community,
acting as an intermediary between the gods and the people.

In Things Fall Apart, the priestess’s influence underscores the importance of
spiritual authority and the community’s collective faith. For someone like
Okonkwo, who prides himself on his masculinity and independence, engaging
with such spiritual figures hints at a nuanced relationship with
tradition—one that involves both reverence and internal conflict.

Okonkwo’s Efforts to Follow the Priestess: What They Reveal
1. Demonstrating Respect for Tradition and Authority

Okonkwo’s actions show a conscious effort to respect and uphold the spiritual
traditions of his society. When he seeks out the priestess or follows her
guidance, it’s not merely out of superstition but also as a demonstration of
loyalty to his community’s cultural fabric. This effort signifies that,
despite his personal ambitions or frustrations, he recognizes the importance
of collective beliefs.

- He attends rituals and consults with the priestess when necessary.
— He respects the spiritual hierarchy, acknowledging their role in societal
stability.

Contradiction & Complexity: While Okonkwo often projects a tough exterior,
his willingness to engage with spiritual figures suggests an underlying
acknowledgment of their authority—something that might seem to contradict his
outward bravado.

2. Seeking Spiritual Validation for His Actions

Okonkwo'’s efforts are also driven by a desire for spiritual
validation—affirmation that his actions are in harmony with divine will. This
is particularly evident when he participates in rituals or seeks the
priestess’s counsel to justify decisions or to seek favor.



— He recognizes that cultural and spiritual endorsement adds legitimacy to
his authority.

— This shows a desire to align his personal ambitions with spiritual
expectations.

Contradiction & Complexity: His reliance on spiritual validation indicates a
recognition of his limitations and the need for divine approval—an admission
that might contradict a purely self-reliant, prideful persona.

3. Exhibiting Personal Vulnerability and Desire for Connection

Despite his tough exterior, Okonkwo’s efforts to follow the priestess reveal
a desire for connection to something greater than himself. It hints at an
internal vulnerability—an acknowledgment that he is not solely self-made but
part of a larger spiritual and cultural system.

— He seeks guidance during times of crisis, such as the conflicts with
colonial forces or personal setbacks.

— His actions suggest a recognition that strength alone is insufficient
without spiritual grounding.

Contradiction & Complexity: This vulnerability contradicts the image of the
invincible warrior, painting Okonkwo as a more layered character who craves
spiritual reassurance as much as he values physical prowess.

The Contradictions in Okonkwo’s Character

While Okonkwo’s efforts to follow the priestess might seem to align with his
desire to be a model of masculinity and strength, they also expose
contradictions:

— He is both a devout believer and a critic of certain traditions. His

participation in rituals sometimes appears pragmatic rather than purely
spiritual.

— He seeks spiritual approval but often acts impulsively or violently,

undermining the very values he seeks to uphold.

- His efforts indicate an internal struggle between personal pride and

cultural humility.

What This Say About His Internal Conflict
1. The Tension Between Personal Pride and Cultural Duty

Okonkwo'’s attempts to follow the priestess reflect his deep sense of
obligation to uphold tradition, yet they also highlight his internal
conflict. His pride compels him to demonstrate his loyalty publicly, but his
actions sometimes reveal doubts about the adequacy of traditional practices
in the face of change.

— He fears being seen as weak or unmanly, which drives him to seek spiritual
validation.

— At the same time, he resents the power structures that he perceives as
limiting his individual expression.

2. The Desire for Spiritual and Social Legitimacy

Okonkwo'’s efforts suggest that he values social legitimacy, which is



reinforced by spiritual authority. His respect for the priestess and
adherence to rituals serve as markers of his standing within the community.

— He wants to be seen as a true Igbo man, who respects the gods and
traditions.

- His actions are as much about societal perception as they are about
personal faith.

Contradiction & Complexity: His aggressive pursuit of personal success often
clashes with his respect for spiritual authority, revealing a nuanced
personality torn between different aspects of his identity.

Final Reflections: What Does Okonkwo’s Effort Say About Him?

In conclusion, Okonkwo’s efforts to follow the priestess and adhere to
spiritual practices speak volumes about his character—particularly, his
internal contradictions and layered motivations. They reveal that beneath his
hardened exterior lies a man who deeply desires to be aligned with his
cultural roots and to find spiritual reassurance, even if he struggles with
expressing vulnerability or humility.

This nuanced understanding challenges the simplistic view of Okonkwo as
merely a proud, unyielding warrior. Instead, it portrays him as a complex
individual caught between personal pride, cultural expectations, and
spiritual beliefs—each influencing his actions in ways that sometimes seem
contradictory but ultimately paint a richer picture of his character.

Understanding these contradictions enhances our appreciation of Achebe’s
portrayal of Igbo society and the human complexity within it. Okonkwo’s
efforts to follow the priestess remind us that even the most seemingly
resolute figures are often driven by a web of internal conflicts, cultural
pressures, and personal desires—elements that make him one of literature’s
most compelling characters.
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