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ACHEBE AND KAFKA FAILED 
THEIR PROTAGONISTS 

1. Introduction: Parallels in Peculiarities 

Cltlnua Achebe was born in 1930 to a teacher in a mission school in 
Ogidi. He attended primary school in Ogidi and Government 
College Umuahia for his sec0ndary school education. In the year 
1948, he got scholarship to study medicine in the University of 
Ibadan. He started with the medical studies then changed to Liberal 
Arts (Englis~/History /Religion). He got his B.A. in 1953. 

His novels and short stories were translated into many languages 
and he is one of the most widely read authors in Nigeria. He 
influenced the writings of many Africans. His four novels were 
translated into German language as the following: Things Fall Apart 
as Okonkwo oder Das Alte Sturzt, No Longer At Ease as Obi, A17ow of 
God as Der Pfeil Gottes and Man of the People as Mann des Volkes. 
African culture, in particular lgbo culture was introduced to the rest 
of the world through his works. 

In the year 1990, an international symposium "Eagle on Iroko", was 
organised in honour of Chinua Achebe. This symposium has further 
proven Achebe's world-wide reception. Achebe became Professor of 
English in the University of Nigeria in the year 1970. Since 1981, he 
has become Professor Emeritus of the same University. His writings 
are great contributions to the studies in the Humanities. 
Franz Kafka was born in 1883 in Prag. He spent his entire life in this 
city. Only shortly before his death in 1924 did he leave this city. He 
studied first in 1901 Germanistic, then Law. He became a civil 
servant in 1908 and worked in the ~orkers' Accident Insurance 
Department as a jurist. He remained in this service until two years 
before his death, when he had to retire because of ill-health. His 
most productive years are between 1912 and 1924. 

Kafka is known today all over the world and he is recognised as one 
of the representative authors of the twentieth century. ~is wor~ 
influenced many writers all over the world. One reads his name m 
books, which discuss the existential situation of man in today's 
world. 
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. the themes of Achebe and . or role Ul d d 1 Social backgrounds play a maJ f man in a mo em, eve oped blems O f th · di ·d Kafka. Kafka presents the pro th problems o e m vi ual in industrial society. Achebe presents e esult of colonisation. While . ch o-ing as a r . f the society, which 1s ano-- the individualism o modern Kafka's comments focus mo5tlY ~n mands of the individual as a man, Achebe comments on the ;f cted individual feel and think member of a group. How does _t~e h;ges in the society? H ow does about the physical and th~ soct ~e changed or changing world? one react to the pressures O
• ks to thematise the above and Achebe and Kafka tried in their wor 

other questions. 
As jews in Czech environment, brought up ~sl Ge~ans, Kafkt Ia anh~ · their soc1a environmen . n 1s other jews in Prag felt strange m 

Ka,lt-n Sh t St · J Mc Pasley commented on the above essay ~"'" or ones, . •"-l· 
feeling as follows: 

· · th · from Czech viewpoint they are 
-- · From German point of view ey are Jews, . . Gennans and from their viewpoint, they are like the strange animal m Kafka's short story "Eine Kreuzung" which is half cat and half lamb.

1 

Achebe himself described, how he grew up in the crossroad of cultures: 

On one arm of the cross we sang hymns and read the Bible night and day . On the other my father's brother and his family, blinded by heathenism, offered food to idols ... But I knew, without knowing why, that it was too simple a way to describe what was going on ... 2 

In the family, Kafka sees the father as "superpower". One sees the relationship between father an~ son in many of his works. · The family is also seen as a closed system by Achebe. As a son of a Mission School teacher, who participated in bringin foreign Religi?n and Regim_e to _their village, Achebe wrjtes fror! personal expenences and histoncal perspectives H· th · 1 . . • 1s emes are soc1a expenences, which are rooted in the traui nfli b o·c co cts etween two cultures (European and African) Acheb , d K , · · f h · . · e 5 an afka's characters are victims o t eir social environments. 
In spite of the different cultural back both authors have t-ned • th . grounds and life exp eriences, · in e1r own th obsessions of modem man Th h ways to thematise e misery, the fear, the yeaflili1gs :d :e prese~ted in ~ eir \Vorks, the society. Their -themes are full of tr _e desp~ir of man in a changing loneliness and alienation At ·th adgic conflicts; genera tion -conflict, · e en of • senous effor ts to draw some 
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me~g in life, most of Kafka's and Achebe's protagonists failed in 
their struggl~s. We are not trying to say that Achebe and Kafka are 
comparable m all respects . When we firs t discussed the themes of 
alie~atio~ and co~cts of generations by the two authors in a 
seminar m Germany m the eightie8 one of the reactions we received 
~as ~at Kafka writes out of the subconscious and presents no real 
situations, wher~as Achebe presents real situations. Our reply to the 
above comment 1s that every writer, no matter the cultural or other 
ba~kground ~rites out of some form of experience, personal or 
other. Kafka himself has explained in 1904, that "ein Buch mufs die 
Axt sein fur das gefrorene Meer in uns". The frozen sea in Kafka has 
been shown to be nothing but his personal · sufferings, longings, 
questionings and fears.3 All these are individual experiences. It is 
true that Achebe's writings are mostly of historical perspectives but 
they are not devoid of personal experiences. 

We have o~ly tried to show that in their attempt to present the 
struggle for existence of the individual in a changing society, that 
the two authors have ended in most of their works in letting their 
protagonists fail in the said struggle. We have also tried to some 
extent to treat the author Franz Kafka as if he were a fictional 
character. We did this particufarly with his work Brief an den Vater. 
We have treated Kafka in the above respect, because a lot of the 
biographical and other materials by and on him have shown that 
the central theme of his life is also the central theme of his works. 
We do not therefore feel the need to be apologetic, wher. indeed 
Kafka's correspondences, including the said letter to his father were 
made public as an aid to the understanding of his fictions and have 
been used by critics to that effect.4 

We would then proceed to discuss the theme of this paper in 
Achebe"s Things Fall Apart, No Longer at Ease, Arrow of God, Kafka 's 
Brief an den Vater (Letter to the Father), Das Urteil (T}1e Judgement), Die 
Verwandlung (Tire Metamorphoses) among others. 

2. Achebe and Kafka leave their Protagonists in the lurch 

Achebe and Kafka failed their protagonists in their life struggles. 
Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart (TFA) is a spli~ personali ty . He 
develops waxes and wanes in power and a~t~onty. At the end of 
the story, he ends h is life with murder and su1c1de. 

G S · Kafka's "Die Verwandlung", a businessman w ith regor amsa m 

81 



. ted from his society until he f. d ally aliena 
li lna.U 

~ omes g:ra u h wn h imself asp t personality (if 'J 

hopes, ~ T/afka has s O 
. · if d V w 

dies in loneliness. 1' . character of h is Bne an en a ter). !<ark ,e Y 
take him as the matn f ~-'eriority complex. This f~eling has 

ma . h sense o uu 
. a 

father filled him wit a th;""gs his w ish for a w ife. He died s 
other .u• ' 

• · a 

hampered, among N Longer at Ease, the protagonis t Obi has 
h b 's o 

. . not 

bachelor. In Ac e e d d his bright career as a c1v1l servant . 
fared well either. He en e 

ll'l 

corruption and was jailed . . 
11 

. Kafka's "Das Urte1l w as sentenced to death 
Georg Bendemann ~ f th r and he carried out the sen tence b 
by dro_wnin~ b!uhi~ze:i: in Achebe's Arrow of God waxed an1 
drowning ~ f : t f Ulu until he was gradually abandoned by 

waned as chie pnes O 

1 
. 

1 
h rifi'ced to an "alien" God. Ezeu u end ed his life 

his peop e, w o sac . h th death of his beloved son struck as the last straw 

insane, w en e 
. . 

The above are only some examples. O ther pro tago~sts_ of . Achebe 
and Kafka are ruined in their struggle for some meaning m life. 2.1 Man as a Victim of his Social Environment: Fear, Anxiety, 

Yearnings and Despair in the Works of Achebe and Kafka The heroes of Achebe and Kafka are victims of their social 
environments. They run aground in the uninterrupted reactions to 
their fate. 
The society creates the norms and manners of beh aviour. The 
indiv_idual then prepares personal dispositions for the subjective 
reactions to the social stipulations. 
Oko~kwo in Thing~ Fall Apart is a typical example to the above 
reaction to th~ s_oc1al norms. His society stipulates the quality of 
manhd. odod and it 15 ony an irony of fate that Okonkwo started life as 

a 1sa vantaged As a yo h -
although h · f th. ung man, e had to struggle, because 

is a er was a good . . h 
d d . 

his society as a fa 'l b musician, e still was regar e lil 

title and t 
1 b1 ure e~ause of his inability to earn a chieftainCY 

o eave ams as inhe ·t f . 
. d . 

continuous fear of be. lik n ance or his son.5 Okonkwo live U1 

family suffered The f mg_
1 

e the father and as a result his whole 
any other emotions earru Y suffered, because h e no longer showed 
him.6 Okonkwo lon~ tept that of anger. The entire family feared 
already honoured as: f to earn the h igh est title in the tow n . He was 
was disdainful of th amous wrestler and w arrior of the town-tie 
longer acted as one ;ie, ;ho Were weak.7 When h is people no 

, on wo tried in Vain to figh t the aliens ill his 82 



town alone, and as a result he committed suicide in the end . 

Okonkwo is but, what his society made of him. 

In his essay, Eustace Palmer was of the above view when he 
maintained that most of Okonkwo's characteristics were a reaction 
to the demands of his society, which attached so much importance 

to rank and prestige.s The conversion of his son to christianity 
brought Okonkwo to a final despair. He thought on the said 
conversion as follows: 

To abandon the gods of one's fathers and go about with a lot of effeminate 

men clucking like old hens was the very depth of abomination.9 

The world ~epicted by Kafka's ~orks appears chaotic and "turned 
upside down". In his biograp~ical essay on Kafka, Bert Nagel has 
painted the following picture of Kafka the author. He said: 

In seinen Aufzeichnungen, also in den Tagebuechem (und Briefen) begegnet 

uns ein unglueck.licher, ja verzweifelter Mensch.10 

Kafka lived in continuous fear of the father. His Brief an den Va ter 
begins with the explanation of the above fear.11 Kafka's father was 
very authoritative. Kafka's main problem with the father's method 
of upbringing was that it made a small child lose the right 
orientation in life, for the father laid down many rules and 
regulations, which he himself never observed. 

In the entire letter, Kafka showed himself laden with fear. He and 
the sisters lived in despair as a result of their father's tyranny .13 

Kafka yearned for a marriage but remained a bachelor till death. 
Almost a third of Brief an den Vater explained the cause of his 

inability to marry.14 

A feeling of inadequacy, which the father filled in him was the 
cause of the said inability . 

• 
J.M.S. Pasley was of the above view where he said: 

H. f th lf d man of tyrannical character, played a decisive role in 1s a er, a se -1na e . 
Kafka' lif · d 'ttingly filled him with a strong sense of madequacy s e ... an unw1 

1 
h . be d 

and guilt : .. The importance of this unhappy re ations . ip, ~ -at h gauged 
from Kafka's Briel' an den Vater ... analysis of a neurosis w 1c ampere 

1 
· d f ·1 15 

among other things his natural wish for a wife an arru Y ... 

Kafka's Das Urteil ("The Judgement") and Brief an den Vater are 
thematically related to one another. Both are an answer to the 
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nt by the father . Kafka has 
dis 1 Of his marraige engagf~mb~onal story Das Urteil. Both in approva • the 1c 
therefore anticipated his fat~ in I(afka's engagements to m~rry Were 
the said story and in real life,. f the story Das Urteil, Georg 
but a failure . The protagontSt O 

I(afka in despair and feeling of 
Bendemann suffered like~~ au:;:narriage he so much longed for. 
guilt He died without realising . . . · f h ·r social environment Just like . t· s o t et Georg and Kafka are vie im 
Okonkwo in Things Fal( Apart. 

h wn how young people expect of 
In Brief an den Vater, Kafka has s 

O 

1 and regulations, but also to . 1 t 1 y down ru es their models not on Y O a . own themselves. A young man 
keep those regulations they lat~ d 1 t ' ti'ci·sed This was Kafka's 
be · b 'ti 1 if he 1s a O en · gins to e very en ca ' U t ·1 Georg's father also 
experience with the father. In Das r ei' d h' t d th 

d . th end sentence 1m o ea . criticised him so much an m e 
Georg felt guilty .16 

The problems of Kafka's protagonists are mostly _rooted U: their 
families. Achebe's protagonists react to the changes m t~e _society _as 
they affect them as members of a group or groups. This is a ma1or 
difference between Kafka's and Achebe's criticisms. 

2.2 The Tragic Conflicts: Conflict of Generations and Alienation 
in the Works of Achebe and Kafka 

Kafka's Brief an den Vater and Das Urteil deal with father-son­
conflict. The conflict between Hermann and Franz Kafka and also 
that between father Bendemann and his son Georg are based on 
immense difference in the structure and stature of the characters. 
Kafka saw this big difference when he commented: 

Jedenfalls waren wir so verschieden, . und in dieser Verschiedenheit 50 
g~faehrlich, dass ... man haette annehmen koennen, dass du mich einfach 
ruederstampfen wirst (Brief ... , p.9). 

The difference between father and son exJ· st . th al 
di ·ty s m e corpor span : 

Ich war ja schon niedergedrueckt durch deine b . . . 
erinnere mich zum Beispiel d . . losse Koerperhchke1t. 1ch . aran, w1e wir uns oef te . d Kabme auszogen. lch mager schwa h hm 1 . rs zusammen lll er 
in der Kabine bm ich mir la~erli; ' ~ a '. Du stark, gross, breit. Schon 

vor ... (Bnt/ ... , p.l2). 
Georg Bendemann felt the same dis . . 
commented that his father was still ~anty m their size, when he 

a giant. Das Urteil, p.11). 
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Kafka also sees intellectua superiority of the father-Brie/ .. . , p.13). He 
wrote: 

lch stand in allenm meinem Denken unter deinem schweren Druck, und 

auch in dem Denken, das nicht mit dem Deinen uebereinstimmte, und 

besonders in diesem ... (Brief ... , p.14). 

As m~nti~~ed earlier, Kafka's father was to him .a 'Super Authority' . 

To this view he commented: "Du . hist das Mass aller Dinge", "die 

letzte Instanz" (Brief ... , p.11). The father beca~e almost a god-like 

authority, that takes decision on issues of life and death. 

Kafka lost trust of his own capability, and was overcome by a 

feeling of 'nothingness'. From this corporal and intellectual 

superiority of father to son, which was also expressed in Das Urteil: 

"lch bin noch immer der viel Staerkere" Urteil, p.16), came the 'fear' 

of the father by the son as evident in the expression: "So sieht auch 

Georg" "Zurn Schreckbild seines Vaters auf" Urteil, p.15) and also: 

"er steht in einem Winkel moeglichst weit vom Yater" Urteil, p .15). 

Kafka saw the father also as a 'judge', who sentenced him to death 

by drowning (p.18). Georg and Kafka are the inferior set in the 

father-son-conflict. Both could not overcome their dependence on 

the father, because they had feeling of guilt. The additional effect .of 

this feeling of guilt was the loss of hegemony in the family business 

by Georg. 

Georg and Kafka were ruined in the opposition to a stronger father 

and as a result they both remained in _ "infantile dependence" as 

Emrich put it in the epilogue to the Brief an den Vater, p.83. This 

patriachal 'super power' forms a major part of most of Kafka's 

stories. In his novels Das Schloss (The Castle) and Der Prozess (The 

Trial), this theme of 'Power' is seen in the societal authorities.17 

In the opinion of Bert Nagel, the Brief an den Vater depicts the world 

of a child engrossed in 'fear', which fear further affec ted his 

psychological perception of the adult.18 

Nagel's opinion summarised the father-son-relationship as 

presented by Kafka's texts. 

Achebe also presented the fath~r-son-relatio~ship in his ~ovel 

Things Fall Apart as one between ~ su~er p~wer and a subordin_ate, 

and between a superior and an inf enor being. The hero of Things 

Fall Apart felt like Hermann Kafka and father Bendemann as 'S~per 

Power' and also was disdainful of those, who were weak. (Things 
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an o konkwo struggled in orde Young Ill d d r Fall Apart, p .21). Even as a ho was regar e as weak ffhings not to be like his father Unok~ w was disd ainful of weak people Fall Apart, p.17ff). ~ecau~c: in life. One such conflict w~ Okonkwo met tragic co On page 34 of the book stays the experienced with his son Nwoye. 
following remarks: . . 

h could feed his family on yarns from 1. and he w O kw · Yan, stood for man mess, t man indeed. Okon o wanted his one harvest to another was a very greaat man. He would stamp out the son to be a great far~er an~; hgrethought he already saw in him. disquieting signs of lazmess whi e 
At another time, Okonkwo yelled out at the son: 

I will not have a son who cannot hold up his heat ind 
th

~~lh;ring of!~ clan. I would sooner strangle him with my o~n an 5
• you s staring at me like that, Amadi ora will break your head for you (p.34). 

The conflict between father and son was marked in the gradual breakdown of normal relationship between father and son and Nwoye's final alienation from the father allowed no resolution or reconciliation (pp. 166-177). Nwoye was shown in the entire s tory as a young and sensitive man, who reacted to certain customs of his society, especially the throwing away of newly-born twins and the murder of the war-victim Ikemefuna (pp. 71-72).19 

The conflict of generations by Achebe has two levels namely: father­son-conflict and conflict of cultures. The meaning of Nwoye's conversion to christianity is two-fold. First, it is a revolt against the father and secondly, it is a rejection of the society, which the father represents. 

Okonk~o's reactions to Nwoye's conversion tend towards the above view as the following presentation f h. · 1 · di t O 1s inner mono ogue 
m ca es: 

Why he cried in his heart should he Ok kw f such a son? He saw clea;·ly m· •t th' f· on o, 0 all people be cursed with 1 e mgel' of h. how else could be explain his g t . f 15 pei"Sonal god or 'chi'. For d . rea mis ortune d ·1 ~sp1cable son's behaviour? Now that he ha . an e~1 e and now his cnme stood out in its stark enormity T b d time to thmk of it, his sons w~s the ve1~ depth of abominatio~. ;u a andon the gods of one's fa ther ... children decided to follow N , ppose w hen he d ied a ll his male (Th. F 11 woye s steps and ban mgs a Apart, p.142). a don their ancestors ... 
After the murder of Ikeinef Ok h . "Ob'" k una, onkwo 11 1s 1 to eep him com usua y called N woye in f h 1 pany. But th ho at er wou d sneak out as s e Y, already fearful of the oon as th f h e at er dozed off (p. 61). This 
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was the beginning of the break-
father and son, until the so~p 0

~ normal relationship between 
Okonkwo's friend Obierika visit;d ~~ally e~braced christianity. 
among the christians. When h un m exile on seeing Nwoye 
following dialogue with him: e saw Nwoye, he entered into the 

•What are you doing here?", he asked N 
1I belong to them", answered N woye. 
H 

. £ woye. • ow is your ather?" 
1I don't know. He is no longer m f th Y a er" . {pp. 159-160) 

0konkwo rejected the son as he d h ' 
1 curse lil\ and from then on Nwoye no anger existed for him d h father~ At the end of th an e never returned to the b 'ali , Ok nk e struggle to avenge the wrongs done to him 

Y . e~s' 0 wo committed suicide. Death often resolves 
conflicts m Achebe's and Kafka's works. 

Very of~en, c?nflicts in the works of both authors lead to alienation ?r ~e ~ked ·wi~ the _problem of alienation. Inwardly, Kafka lived 
~ isolation and m exile, although in reality, he could not detach 
himself from his family. Alienation and loneliness are felt 
everywhere in many of his works. The entire Brief an den Vater has 
the above as one main theme. J .M.S. Pasley is . also of the above 
view, when he said: 

The central theme of Kafka's work is also the central theme of his life: the 
emotional and spilitual isolation or estrangement of the individual. His 
heroes feel themselves estranged from the objects of sensory experience, or 
from the family ... 20 

Achebe's protagonists are also alienated from the society. Although 
Nwoye's alienation finally led to the break-up of relationship 
between father and son, Achebe is first and foremost presenting, 
what William Nwaegbe in his dissertation called culture-
alienation. 21 Culture-alienation is the result of conflict between two 
cultures (here the European and African). 

In Kafka's story Die Verwandlung (The metamorphoses) alienation is 
presented as isolation of the individual from the family and society 
as a whole. The chief protagonist Gregor Samsa is a travelling 
salesman. Before his transformation, he took off very early on this 
business and he had to sacrifice a lot because the family was 
dependent on him. The occµpation gradually became uninteresting 
to him, when he appeared to be only "someone that worked for ~e 
family" and not a member of the family. He had howe~er to remain 
in the business in order to pay off the debts of the family. Then one 
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. If transformed into a giant insect. This is 
morning, he found himse , mner feeling. Rather than tell us that 

how Kafka shows us Gregore~ to an insect, he let us _believe that 

he woke up and fe~t chant~ansformed to an insect. This story, like 
Gregor really saw himself like a dream presentation, but i 

some others by K~a . app:: innermost framework of a beings 

Kafka's way of depicting ll ali ated from the family and th· 
G · 1 t gradua y en e 

regor s1mp Y go f. ll died his corpse was swept 0 
society at large and when he ma Y ' be. ut 

with a broom, as if it had not been a h~an mg. 

The chief character in Achebe's nove~ No Longer at Ease, Obi 

Ok k d f Okonkwo in Things Fall Apart, presents the 
on wo, a gran son o · . . 

fate of many 'elites' of Africa after study so1oum m Europe or 

America. On his return from Europe, Obi found out that he could 

no lon~r accept certain aspects of the tradHional Ig~o culture like 

the 'osu' cult. He became gradually alienated from his people, who 

contributed to train him overseas. Destroyed by the conflicts of two 

worlds, his life ended in tragedy. Omalara sees in Obi an isolated, 

alienated individuaI.22 Obi is the only character of Achebe, who like 

Kafka's characters was presented as individualist. Like many 

African 'elites' after stay in Europe or America, Obi withdrew from 

his culture. His individualism led him into more complicated 

problems and he finally ended up in prison for the crime of 

corruption. 

Ezeulu in Achebe's Arrow of God was gradually abandoned by his 

people. He waxed and waned as priest of a powerful god Ulu. At 

the end of the story, he was left insane. 

We have tried to show that the world is in conflict in the works of 

Achebe and Kafka. Both authors have chosen characters who are in 

continuous re~ction to the changes as affect them in their society. At 

the end of their struggle to find some mean· · lif f th · 
h t f ·1 d mg m e, most o el! 

c arac ers a1 e . 

3. Concluding Remarks 

Achebe and Kafka failed their t . .. 

Protagonists whom wed ' pro agon1st5 m their life struggle. The 
' 1scussed d · d ll . 

they faced. Many of th 1 not a ment the punishments 
em arouse pity d . 

they were reacting to th . an not indictment because 
e societal ' 

harsh, that only the fit test could p re~sures, which at times were 
treat the theme of marriag . ~urvive. Why did Kafka have to 

e m a thud f h. B Wh , 0 18 rief an den Vater? J 
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could he not marry? Both in Brief .. . and Das Urteil the father was a 
barrie~ ~o the marria_ge e~gagements. Franz Kafka ~aw marriage as a 
possi~ility of equalling his father or becoming independent of him. 
He said: 

Die Heirat i~t g~wiss die Buer_gschaft fuer die schaerfste Selbstbefreiung und 
Unabhaengigkeit. kh haette eme Familie, ich waere Dir ebenbuertig. (Brief ... , 
p.66). 

Still Kafka was not able to marry inspite of the wish to do so. The 
nonnal thing in life is that parents would love to see their children 
grown up, ~dependent, married and successful. Among adults, the 
father-son-rivalry as well as mother-daughter-rivalry is supposed to 
be over. That a man still sees his fa ther as a rival shows some 
psychological problem which should move pity in others. Only in 
writing did Kafka feel himself independent of the father. He 
explained so in his Brief ... , where he wrote: 

... im Schreiben und in dem, was damit zusammenhaengt, habe ich kleine 
Selbstaendigkeitsversuche ge1nacht (p.69). 

It is pathetic, that a man should have such self-reflection. Hermann 
Kafka failed in his method of upbringing. 

From our discussions one could say, that the fathers in the stories 
only succeeded unconsciously in alienating the dynasties they were 
trying to ensure. 

Okonkwo did not, however, deserve the suicide he was pushed to 
commit. He should have struggled in vain without ending with the 
type of death he died. lvtany remained heathens in those days of 
first encounter with christianity, while their children got converted. 
Even today, christians and heathens still live together in many parts 
of our land. The said conflicts as presented by Achebe and Kafka 
appeared rather too disastrous to allow fair resolution. 
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