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Abstract

This article examines the theme of suicide as depicted in two seminal works of African literature:
Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and Kofi Awoonor’s This Earth, My Brother.... Through the lens
of narratology and critical theory, it explores the cultural, existential, and psychological dimensions
of the tragic deaths of Okonkwo and Amamu. The paper argues that while Okonkwo’s suicide
represents the clash between traditional values and colonial disruption, Amamu’s demise reflects the
disillusionment of postcolonial realities. Together, these narratives highlight the duality of African

literary tragedy, offering profound insights into the human condition.
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Introduction

The intersection of individual and societal struggles has long been a central theme in African
literature. Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and Kofi Awoonor’s This Earth, My Brother... stand
as two monumental texts that encapsulate this tension through the tragic ends of their protagonists,
Okonkwo and Amamu. These suicides, while seemingly personal, are deeply symbolic acts that

reflect broader cultural, historical, and existential dilemmas.

This article explores the thematic richness of these tragic deaths through mythological, psychological,
and socio-political frameworks. It examines how Okonkwo’s unyielding adherence to tradition
collides with colonial disruption and how Amamu’s despair embodies the disillusionment with
postcolonial realities. By situating these narratives in their historical and cultural contexts, the
analysis seeks to illuminate their enduring relevance in contemporary discourse, inviting readers to

grapple with the complex interplay between tradition, modernity, and the human condition.
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Theoretical Framework

This analysis draws upon a range of theoretical perspectives to interrogate the suicides of Okonkwo

and Amamu;:

Carl Jung's Concept of Individuation: Provides insights into Okonkwo’s existential rebellion against

his father’s legacy and his society’s changing values.

Mircea Eliade’s Notion of "Anthropotelluric Symmetry": Highlights the deep connection between

individuals and their cultural roots, particularly Okonkwo’s profound attachment to his homeland.

Modernist Critique of Alienation: Articulated by writers such as Louis-Ferdinand Céline, it informs

the analysis of Amamu’s existential despair and disconnection from societal ideals.

Postcolonial Theory: Explores the socio-political contexts that frame the protagonists’ struggles,
examining the impacts of colonialism and post-independence disillusionment. These theoretical
lenses, combined with narratological insights into myth and symbolism, uncover the archetypal

dimensions of both characters’ journeys.
Methodology

This study employs a qualitative and interpretive literary analysis approach, anchored in the following

components:

Textual Analysis: Close reading of Things Fall Apart and This Earth, My Brother... to identify themes,

character development, and narrative structures.

Comparative Approach: Juxtaposes the traditional communal identity embodied by Okonkwo with

the modernist alienation experienced by Amamu.

Theoretical Application: Applies existentialism, postcolonial theory, and narratology to elucidate the

internal conflicts and societal roles of the protagonists.

Contextual Analysis: Situates the texts within their respective historical and cultural milieus—

precolonial Igbo society for Achebe’s work and post-independence Ghana for Awoonor’s.

Secondary Sources: Incorporates critical perspectives from scholarly articles, books, and reviews to

enrich the interpretation and situate the analysis within academic debates.
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The Archetypal Defender: Okonkwo

Achebe’s Okonkwo is an archetype of moral and cultural resistance. His life, shaped by his
environment, embodies the worldview of precolonial Igbo society. Nostalgia for his cultural roots
amplifies during his exile, revealing his profound connection to the land and its traditions. Yet, his
inflexible adherence to societal norms and fear of failure lead to tragic consequences, culminating in

his suicide.

Okonkwo’s hypermasculinity, rooted in his fear of appearing weak, becomes his tragic flaw. His rigid
worldview blinds him to the nuanced realities of communal life, such as compassion and adaptability.
The killing of Ikemefuna, a pivotal moment, exemplifies this rigidity, alienating him from his son
Nwoye and the broader community. Achebe critiques this one-dimensional masculinity, illustrating

its destructive impact on both individual and communal well-being.

Through Okonkwo, Achebe explores the paradox of cultural resistance. Okonkwo’s life and death
symbolize the broader transitional phase of Igbo society, grappling with the dual forces of tradition
and colonial disruption. His suicide defiles the cultural traditions he sought to protect, emphasizing

the tragedy of an individual’s inability to adapt to inevitable change.
Amamu in This Earth, My Brother...

Awoonor’s Amamu offers a stark contrast to Okonkwo. While Okonkwo’s tragedy is rooted in his
adherence to tradition, Amamu’s despair stems from disillusionment with postcolonial Ghana. He
witnesses the betrayal of independence ideals and the perpetuation of colonial injustices by the
nation’s own leaders. This disillusionment, compounded by personal and societal estrangement,

drives Amamu to existential despair.

Amamu’s final act stepping barefoot into the night is laden with ambiguity. It evokes the modernist
exploration of alienation and identity, recalling Louis-Ferdinand Céline’s Voyage au bout de la nuit.
Unlike Okonkwo, whose death sparks communal reflection, Amamu’s demise is marked by silence

and detachment, reflecting the isolating nature of modernist tragedy.
The Duality of African Literary Tragedy

The suicides of Okonkwo and Amamu encapsulate two facets of African literary tragedy. Okonkwo’s

death is steeped in the traditional and communal, while Amamu’s reflects the alienation of the modern

38


mailto:cjhss@chau.ac.zm

Chalimbana Journal of Humanities and Social Sciences (CJHSS), Vol. 2, Issue 1.
Online ISSN: 3006-8908

WWW. cjhss.zm
email: cjhss@chau.ac.zm

individual. Both characters, however, serve as messengers of their societies’ struggles, embodying

the tensions between past and present, hope and despair.

Achebe and Awoonor employ mythological and symbolic frameworks to construct their narratives.
Okonkwo’s physical and mental prowess aligns with heroic myths, while Amamu’s existential
struggle mirror’s modernist themes of alienation. Together, these narratives illuminate the complex

interplay between individual agency and societal transformation.
Conclusion

The suicides of Okonkwo and Amamu are profound acts that challenge readers to interrogate the
complexities of tradition, modernity, and the human condition. They underscore the enduring
relevance of African literary tragedy in exploring universal themes of identity, resilience, and change.
As Johann Wolfgang von Goethe observed, “The most important issues have already been discussed;
the duty of every new generation is to discuss them in another manner.” By revisiting these characters,
we are reminded of literature’s power to illuminate the perennial struggles that define our existence.
Okonkwo and Amamu, though separated by time and context, continue to offer invaluable insights

into the human experience, bridging the divide between tradition and modernity, despair and hope.
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