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THE CHILD BETWEEN TEMPORAL, SCRIPTURAL
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The Mythical World of Childhood in Achebe’s Thingall Apart

Things Fall Apart introduces the reader into a nogh world of the
traditional African society before and shortly aftee European’s intrusion. In fact
it is about the Igbo society, Achebe’s Kinsmen. hds chosen to narrate the social
events in their actuality. This gives, undoubtedhs novel an air of historical
authenticity. The novel deals with the history bé tigho society (its laws and its
interdictions), and an enemy, more or less monsireymbol of transgression (of
the instinctual satisfaction which is a source iotence). In a particular style which
suits the story, Achebe shows indirectly that wested African characters will
never speak like European ones; they will not sprada like the elders of a given
African tribe.

Certainly, the author sees that his protagonigin®io is better to present
the very ardent tendency of the Africans and tfaéthfulness to their mores, but his
use of other characters such as Obierika (reaspmah), his father Unoka ( weak
man), his son Nwoye (an innocent child) and Okorikwwives and their children,
means that he is not full contentment with his agohist’'s behaviour the human
nature shows that ones’ behaviour is not compulsegicomed among the one
society unless it is consented and shared by th@lemto make this point clear,
Achebe has specified a particular space to, alneasth character in his story. The
character of the child (male or female) is givegraat of importance. Hefit (the
child as character) is alluded to not because efvirtue of his nature as human
being, but because he/it is one of the vital elaroéthe story.

In deed, Achebe’s novel is not an autobiographéealount of his life, but
since it is almost impossible to express throughdsall what goes on in his mind,
and since it is of utmost significance that he mastianguage (parole) to be
understood and expresses clearly via one singleevdinulti-voiced interior
monologue’ what goes on in his mind, the authofleihgs Fall Apart has shown
his tendency towards character which may in alesasear his witness, for both
Nowye and lkemefuna belong to his father's genenatAchebe’s novel is likely to
be an autofiction because the author speaks about the experieris #latives as
if he were among them during that time. His novelks lithen a very strong
autobiographical inspiration, but not an autobipgng for the generic criteria set by
Ph. Lejeune concerning autobiographical writings @aot relevant to the ones of
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Achebe’s novel. Quite similar features could beigeat in Marie Cardinal’s Novel
Les Mots pour les Dire which is classified alsmasautofictiofi.

To accept Achebe’s story without character of tiédcis to deny the
transformation to which the Igbo society had beebjected to, and to accept the
stereotype portrait of Okonkwo as if it were thdyoavailable model in traditional
African societies. It is may be through the childithat Achebe underlines some
occulted realities, or sets his criticism to hisieties and takes hands in remoulding
it.

A child in Achebe’s society might be either the emiment of the social
values or the epitome of weakness and failure. Noggrves as a point of view
character, criticising some of the more negativeeats of the Igbo culture which is
alleged to be inflexible in a time where ardentidfel in spiritual practices are
widely spread. Achebe’s intentions are more tihan tnere descriptive aspect of the
mythical world, i.e. to understand what happenethatvery ‘beginning of the early
times’ (as early as humanization).

The author questions psychological principle of ¢kementary bases, which
is inherent to every human. It is that man is ueabl desire any thing which had
already been desired by some one else, evideustligraas the three instincts of life
preservation (dominance, food, sexuality) are corad In this perspective V.L.
Tremblay says that 'homme ne désire pas I'oljes@, il copie le désire de l'autre
(son double). Achebe is, therefore, trying tesfion the human mimesis, without
animal innate regulating pattern (dominance palfewhich leads to generalize
violence (chaos, indifference, sacrificial crisisqking the social order impossible.

Through providing a considerable position to thddghAchebe is likely to
show that a cultural mechanism might be an adegsalstitute for the human
mimesis, for he undoubtedly believes that violesbeuld be legitimated. This is
what victim mechanism does to lead the multipletdes! (multiple subjects miming
one another) to derive their antagonism towards tooeble-maker (Scapegoat),
symbol of all those who may cause trouble and wigde Thus the victim gives birth
to hierarchical community where every body is sutedito particular border and
interdictions.
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Figure: The triangular Didactic desire from inhdremimesis to established order
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It is normal that Achebe in his novel underlines tionsiderable positive
positions attributed to the child in his societkeinefuna, the lad and the young
virgin (girl) were chose to be the compensationtifier murdered Ezeugo, a Umofian
woman (p.09) the compensation could have beenn$taince, money, piece of land
or even an adult, yet it was children. This medwas the latter are highly valued in
the Igbo society. Moreover if they were offeredttte Umofians is that to avoid a
bloody war which may destroy human lives, therefohildren are seen as symbol
of peace

Still a slight difference in terms of sexual diffaces is noticed. Boys are
undoubtedly seen to be the saviour and the embadiaighe social values of their
society. Achebe does not deny that fact, for hevshirough his protagonist’s voice
that Nwoye is the finger if his personal god or ¢hi108). In this sense, one would
say that boys have a religious conception in thedsiiof the Igbo, yet this does
never mean that they are ardent believers in tieditional religions: Nwoye'’s
sudden appearance among missionaries in Umofie0{p.

The writer suggests that the religious belief hagry straight bound with
the child, for the Igbos believe that he is therespntative of their ancestors, the
spirit of the departed parents this could be jostights which are not based on real
facts: the dissatisfaction of Nwoye with his traafis and religious practices which
are ardently defended and protected even if it vagganst one’s personal will. As
instance, Okonkwo’s participation in the killing likemefuna who calls him father.

The author seems to be conscious that his task doeconsist only in
reproducing history. The objects in front of hine aegmented into two objects: one
which exists really and another which is to be w@aone which is visible and
another that should be made visible; somethingei®,hbut also another thing is
lagging behind. Achebe tries to show that the @vdik presents through his
character Nwoye is arld

It is evident then that the writer sets himself thek of impregnating some
useful principles that should, in all cases, beeusiod in order not to be prejudiced
against his society (Igho).

Always questions over the possibility of produciag authentic piece of
writing remain asked. It is authentic in that, dsrepresentation, it underlines
objectively the world in which the actions and egeare relevantly interweaving by
means of individuals. The children of Achebe, aarabters, are an adequate form of
representation. To show the negativity of a givesup is to set a value judgment,
let alone if this judgment is reached through adiiaracter. In this case, one
supposes that Nwoye, lkemefuna or Ezinma (childhaw)e a considerable share in
the story making. They are the textUalements through which Achebe proves to
the reader that the traditional African milieu,dilny other social milieu, is subject
to transformation and change. But, can this beepadtd within one single line? to an
answer, it would be preferable to underline thecHjodties of both the children and
the societies to which they belong.
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Nwoye, a sensitive child, responds much differemtiythe religion of the
White men (Christianity). He might have found arequate alternative to flee his
father’'s behaviour, especially that it is the atdarational belief in traditional
religion which pronounced the fate of IkemefunaeTatter had become a member
of Okonkwo's family in the course of the three y®eand had had a strong masculine
effect on Nwoye who had developed thanks to Ikemef@konkwo thinks he could
find the right spirit in him, unfortunately, he fod it in Ezinma (p.46). Okonkwo
does not expect from him any masculine act.

Ezinma, Ekwefi’'s daughter, is involved in some loé appealing moment of
the story. One night, for instance, she sits onfldar and listens attentively as her
mother tells an Igbo folktale: ‘once up on a timell.the birds were invited to feast
in the sky...” (p.70); this little lady was the cemtof her mother’'s world; their
relationship was not only of a mother and a chitldvas rather a companionship of
equals; she proves to be an ogbanje or possesdbe Bpirit, the cause of death of
all Ekwefi’s past children (nine out off ten of E&fils children died in infancy).

The question that could be raised in this sensehsther this fate has a
liturgical or at least a sociological interpretati@nd that the author of Things Fall
Apart wants to acquaint the outsitiavith the African mystical world. In deed, the
Igbo people have their way of bringing up childranway that is not forcibly the
same throughout the whole continent. This does mefin that children are,
essentially, different. For the child remains aldhiherever one goes, not only in
Africa but in all over the world. The only differee lies in the rite of passage.

The provided social portrait of the family and dfildren implies that the
children’s initiation for the Igho people means kiglood, otherwise how does one
explain Nwoyes’ and lkemefuna’s help to OkonkwdIBo, how the stories of
blood that Okonkwo tells to his son or even Ezirsnparticular position can be
translated? To answer these questions withoutriedeto rituals, it is rather to say
that the Igbos have no religion. It is because timatspirit of their religion is known
when they contrive the belief that human orderdsenough for itself and it that it
is valueless.J. Cazeneuve shows that the existdrareindividual who is integrated
into society is determined by initiation and rituabdulation (1958). What is linked
to children is certainly linked to the way they aritiated.

That Okonkwo encourages the boys to sit with hirhigiobi (p.37), or tell
them a story that reveals masculinity, stories iofemce and blood shed (lbid) is
that he is introducing them to the world of adulislieving himself in that a man
should be violent and masculine. However, Achelmvstthat although masculinity
and violence are good things, wisdom is the bestaBse, Okonkwo, the so-called,
saviour of his tribe and who, unfortunately, casrigithin himself the seeds of his
own destruction, strives to be everything his fatias not (the anti thesis): strong,
manly, prosperous, respected. Naturally, he wastewan son, Nwoye, to fellow his
foot steps. Ironically, however, ‘Nwoye knew thatvas right to be masculine and
violent, somehow he still preferred the storieg thia mother used to tell...” (Ibid)
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The difference in temperament leads to seriouslicthbetween the father
and his son. One may underline a feature of suehofi passage, which, though
relevant to their cultural heritage, it does notreeto be welcomed among some
Africans, i.e., the new African generation can ogpe with the old way of thinking.
If the rite of passage is to germinate a seed wétand violence within the spirit of
young individuals, it would be better to call itdnquestion.

To speak about the rites of passage in this waypido develop a negative
halo over one given way of initiation. Thereforatiation has to be approached
objectively. lon a village like Umuofia, in thatned, where there | no school at all,
or any relevant alternative, the only suitableraliéve is work. It is therefore, seen
that Okonwko takes his two sons to help him inw@k; Achebe shows the two
sons (Nwoye and Ikemefuna) working on the red owgls of the compound. This
is one of the lighter tasks of the after-harvesissa.’ (p.39)

It could be supposed that Achebe is not suggestitg single stereotyped
view over the rites of initiation in Africa. Throbgthe rite of separation, for
instance, Achebe wants to show that the separafitime child from his mother is a
crucial decision; and he underlines through higggonist, through implicitly, that a
child needs really his mother: ‘... Inwardly Okonkkoew that the boys were still
too young to understand fully the difficult art pfeparing seed-yams’ (p.23). This
means that the young children are not supposed enbaged in hard work; instead,
they should be provided with much care and affactidhis seems to be
interpretable: the child who is forced might hai father and reject all what comes
from him. In this sense, the conversion of Nwoyeh® new religion (Christianity)
is significant. He was thought to have betrayedsghiat of the ancestors, but what is
pertinent is that he found in Christianity a wayrétease the oddities and terrifying
elements of the traditional beliefs such as: thkngiof Ikemefuna, the problem of
twins, violence-worship, etc.

One has to be convinced that the Achebe’s intent#omls more towards
rationalism, i.e., the traditional practices in thigican society are to a great extent
irrational, and that they must be discussed. Tatgam a child by separating him
from his mother or even putting him under difficultorking conditions is,
undoubtedly, to substitute the very nature of thiédc that he is so innocent, naive
and weak as to be treated the way an adult isetleatr dealt with as if he were
responsible for his behaviour. It is of utmost ffigance, therefore, to single out
that the child’s innocence is not more than natarej that it is for the adults to
understand it in order not to deviate him.

Joining John Locke’s philosophy that man is neitinmately good nor evil,
but rather a blank slate upon which sensationsterempressions which create
conscious experience, a father might be the mairsecaf his child’s deviation.
Therefore Okonkwo’s behaviour towards his familydasons (beating his wife
during the weak of peace, killing Ikemefuna...)addnis child Nwoye to revolt. This
revolt consists in choosing a way in life. Thiscertainly significant as a turning
point in the novel. For this act coincides comirighee British to Nigeria and their
disruption of the age-old patterns of Africanage life.
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The author stresses the importance of a child sndrguage, i.e., proverbs,
which are regarded as highly valued forms of conigation in the African society,
bear the essence of childhood. On some occasiattgeb® shows that the elders
refer to a child to symbolize courage: ‘...if a chilédishes his hand he could eat with
kings’ (p.06), on anther occasion, Okonkwo said:ctild’s fingers are not scaled
by apiece off hot yam which its mother puts intogalm’ (p.47). Even if one speaks
about a man in his adulthood, he certainly alludeshildhood. ‘Looking at a king's
mouth,’” said an old man, ‘one would think he nesecked at his mother’s breast’
(p.19). This saying, although, about Okonkwo’s famederlines that a man was,
above all, a child before he became an adult.

The author might, in fact, be the object his stwhd be submitted to
analysis, if he is a social motor of the culturewihich he represents or influences
determined strata where the responsibility of Bablcts of metamorphosing are
directly assumed, or, on the contrary, existingwsof his society are consolidated.
This is why one can invoke, at least, his declamatiYet, still one stands in
guestioning positions looking whether the autharldde excluded from the novel,
to be introduced instead to the social context.
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