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Chinua Achebe a Nigerian novelist, poet, professor and a critic was best known for his novel Things Fall Apart. 

(1958) His other works include No Longer at Ease (1960), Arrow of God (1964), A Man of the People (1966), 

and Anthills of the Savannah (1987). He wrote in English and very strongly defended his use of “English, the 

language of colonizers” (Lyons xix) in African literature. He is also widely known for his 1975 lecture An 

Image of Africa: Racism in Conrad’s “Heart of Darkness”, a severe criticism of Joseph Conrad, whom he 

called “a bloody racist.” 

His works are deeply immersed in Igbo traditions and the effect of colonialism and Christian faith on the 

natives. The clash of the native and the Western is also one of his major concerns, both during and after the 

colonial era. His short stories also deal with the African nation’s problems of colonialism, Civil war and a need 

for peace and stability. 
When Nigeria gained independence after years of colonial rule in 1960, everyone hoped for a peaceful and 

progressive future. During the years that followed, the country witnessed numerous coups and clashes among 

various ethnic groups. Eventually the Biafran war took place which became an unbearable and unforgettable 

chapter of the nation’s history. The loss of life and other resources during the war of Biafra was of epic 

proportions. Achebe openly held Nigerian political and military strategies responsible for the state of affairs. He 

also held the country’s colonial legacy responsible for the prevailing circumstances. For the Nigerians the war 

was a struggle for survival and a search for a unique Black identity in a complex and uncomprehending world. 

Things fall apart was published in 1958. It was one of the earliest African novels to receive global recognition. 

Achebe was applauded by critics for revealing to the world a new face of the continent hitherto shrouded by the 

colonial cloak. The major concern of the novel was the impact of colonialism on the natives. Subsequent 

feminist readings from a different perspective, however, spawned severe criticism towards the writer. The 

feminist critics especially charged him with ignoring the African women. In his four novels, his male 

protagonists are struggling to prove their masculinity and strength in the quick changing circumstances resulting 

due to the changes brought forth by the colonial occupation of the country. 

It was said that he focused solely on the travails of African men while ignoring the impact of colonialism on 

womenfolk completely, as if they were not part of the society. Stratton says “Achebe doesnot tell African 

women ‘where the rain began to beat them’. Nor does he attempt to bestow ‘dignity and self-respect’ to African 

women.” (Stratton 23) Another point of contention was that the women who had a strong place in the narrative 

were mostly presented in a negative light, incapable of employing their position of power in a positive manner. 

At times, Achebe was accused of performing the denigrating task of demeaning natives which other colonial 

writers were already doing. Basically, Achebe was accused of using the same tropes of representation of the 

Abstract: Chinua Achebe’s works are deeply immersed in Igbo traditions and the effect of colonialism and 

Christian faith on the natives. The clash of the native and the Western is also one of his major concerns, 

both during and after the colonial era. His short stories also deal with the African nation’s problems of 

colonialism, Civil war and a need for peace and stability. 

During the initial years of Achebe’s literary career, he was accused of having a biased attitude towards 

women in his literary creations. He was critcised by many women scholars for demeaning their position as 

if they were not as equal and significant part of society as men. But Achebe in his works, especially short 

stories like ‘Girls at War’ justifies his stance and presents the women in a positive and humane way. 

In ‘Girls at War’, He focuses on how the implications of war are different for a man than a woman. 

Through the brief interaction between Nkwanko and Gladys, Achebe provides us with a vivid illustration of 

the shifting and questioning of traditional values and moral standards when confronted with immediate 

survival instincts, particularly where women are concerned. 
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‘Other’ as the colonial novelist, the only difference being that for Achebe, the ‘Other’ was the woman, not the 

native. 

Achebe’s literature has been directly influenced by his experiences of the Biafran war. The involvement of the 

writer in the Biafra war changed his worldview regarding a lot of things, his opinion about women being just 

one of them. This emotion is expressed in his works. During the war, he witnessed the efforts and resilience of 

women through the difficult times. Consequently, his post-war writings capture women in a different and 

obviously positive tone. When Achebe came back from Europe during the war, he said: “You find a new spirit 

[…], a determination, in fact. I was in in Europe for about three weeks a while ago. When I got back, I found 

young girls had taken over the job of controlling traffic from police. They were really doing it by themselves; no 

one asked them to.” (Collier 258) 

A considerable change in the representation of female characters is noticed in Achebe’s works over a period of 

time; especially in his short stories. His women do not remain passive. They are definitely not captured in 

derogatory manner, nor do they occupy insignificant positions in the narratives. In a total contrast to his early 

novels, which mainly dealt with the male purview, they are presented in powerful roles, often transforming the 

lives of their male counterparts. 

Achebe’s Girls at War explores the depths of disintegration brought about by the conflict. The collection, 

gravitating around his experiences of war, presents women who led the path towards a greater humanity. The 

trauma generated as a result of the Civil war is central to his stories.  The book is considered authentic and 

realistic because of the involvement of the author in the war. The characters we meet in these stories bring back 

the memories and sufferings of wartime. 

At the outset of the story Girls at war, “thousands of young men (and sometimes women too) were daily turned 

away from enlistment centers because far too many of them were coming forward burning with readiness to bear 

arms in defense of the exciting new nation.”(Girls At War) Both the sexes are seen here on equal footing as they 

were about to serve the common cause of the country. The traditional constructs of male superiority and the 

predefined roles, too, are absent. Even a woman who is considered weak is ready to bear arms alongside men for 

her country. Reginald Nkwanko gives Gladys a lift to Enugu when she is on her way to join the militia. A man 

with traditional views regarding the fixed gender roles, Nkwanko tells Gladys to go back to school ‘because 

girls were not required in the militia’. (GAW) 

When they meet next, the war has progressed further, Nkwanko finds her employed as a “local vigilante” 

(GAW) under police constables. The girl is sincere and devoted to her work. When Nkwanko tries to bypass the 

routine checkup by pretending to be an influential man, she remains unperturbed. She refuses to give him 

preferential treatment, and is immune to pressure and intimidation. She says, “you people gave us this job to do” 

(GAW).Her sincerity and dedication impresses Nkwanko: 

“That was the day he finally believed there might be something in this talk about revolution. He had seen plenty 

of girls and women marching and demonstrating before now. But somehow he had never been able to give it 

much thought. He didn’t doubt that the girls and women took themselves seriously; they obviously did. But so 

did the little kids who marched up and down the streets at the time drilling with sticks and wearing their 

mothers’ soup bowls for steel helmets.”  (GAW) 

Nkwanko was simply reflecting the male attitude in advising Gladys to return to school. Even at the enlistment 

centre she is told to go back to her school or join the Red Cross. Undaunted, Gladys patches up with Civil 

Defense in her zeal to serve her nation. Indeed, her conduct at the Awka check-point alters the views of 

Nkwanko. 

“But after that encounter at the Awka check-point he simply could not sneer at the girls again, nor at the talk of 

revolution, for he had seen it in action in that young woman whose devotion had simply and without self-

righteousness convicted him of gross levity…. She wasn’t going to make an exception even for one who once 

did her a favour. He was sure she would have searched her own father just as rigorously”. (GAW)  

Eighteen months later, Nkwanko meets Gladys again. The political situation has deteriorated considerably. “ 

Death and starvation having long chased out the headlines of the early days, now left in some places blank 

resignation, in others a rock-like, even suicidal, defiance.” (GAW )The ordinary people are victims of various 

nutritional disorders. At Nkwerri, where Nkwanko had gone to scrounge for relief food for his family, he was 

deeply embarrassed “not by the jeers of this scarecrow crowd of rags and floating ribs but by the independent 

accusation of their wasted bodies and sunken eyes” (GAW) Garri in the market was rising to one pound per 

cigarette cup. As Nkwanko’s driver “loaded tins and bags and cartons into his car the starved crowds that 

perpetually hung around relief centers made crude, ungracious remarks” (GAW) As one of the high placed 

officials, his situation is somewhat better than these ordinary people, yet his conscience pricks him. 

The enthusiasm with which the war had started has gone missing. The transformation is striking. ‘All those 

nervous check posts disappeared’. (GAW) The devotion to the cause has disappeared. Instead, the world is full 

of opportunists “who had no other desire than to corner whatever good things were still going and to enjoy 

themselves to the limit.” (GAW)These people pile money out of war trading with enemy, selling relief or 

trafficking in foreign exchange. The war’s aftermaths devastated the people. The worst is that “girls became 
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girls once more and boys boys”. (GAW) When Nkwanko orders his driver to stop for a “very attractive girl” 

(GAW) who waved him for a lift, he fails to recognize the girl who had once brought about such a marked 

change in his views regarding women. Gladys has transformed from “a beautiful girl in a breastly blue jersey, 

khaki jeans and canvas shoes with the new style hair plait that gave a girl a very defiant look”( GAW) to one in 

a “ a high tinted wig and a very expensive skirt and low cut blouse. Her shoes, obviously from Gabon, must 

have cost a fortune.”(GAW) In response to Nkwanko’s query, she replies that she is in the Fuel Directorate; 

however, he guesses from her appearance that she must be ‘in the keep of some well-placed gentleman”. (GAW) 

This however is nothing unexpected for Nkwanko living in Owerri. As he confesses, “Nobody has his family 

there. We like to say it is because of air-raids but I assure you there is more to it. Owerri is a real swinging town 

and we live the life of gay bachelors.”(GAW) And to prove it he promises to take her to a ‘real swinging party’, 

(GAW) although he hates these parties and frivolities. But men who have to face death every moment cling to 

these momentary pleasures. Nkwanko is immediately ashamed that he sounded so approving of this life and that 

too, to this particular girl “who had once had such beautiful faith in the struggle and was betrayed (no doubt 

about it) by some man like him out for a good time.” (GAW) 

Despite the pangs of regret for girls like Gladys, he takes her home. “Too many girls were simply too easy those 

days. War sickness, someone called it”. (GAW) At the party a drunken man explodes, “even these girls who 

come here all dolled up and smiling, what are they worth? Don’t I know? A head of stockfish, that’s all, or one 

American dollar and they’re ready to tumble into bed.”(GAW) He is thrown out of the party. But Nkwanko and 

his friend agree “that although the man had been rude and offensive what he had said about the girls was 

unfortunately the bitter truth”. (GAW) And indeed Gladys shocked Nkwanko “by the readiness with which she 

followed him to bed and by her language” (GAW) Nkwanko had his pleasure but “wrote the girl off. He might 

just as well have slept with a prostitute, he thought.”(GAW) 

The girl’s behavior might have led Nkwanko to condemn her, yet she is clearly “a victim of 

circumstances.”(GAW) Nkwanko mulls over this “terrible transformation”. (GAW) that he has witnessed befall 

Gladys since their first meeting. Not just Gladys, this fate has tainted “a whole generation”, (GAW) “the 

mothers of tomorrow”. (GAW) He feels ‘more generous in his judgments’ (GAW) The mirror itself was intact; 

a lot of smudge but no more. All that was needed was a clean duster.” (GAW) Now he decided to accompany 

her on her trip home to ‘get to the bottom of this deadly influence’. (GAW) He even assembled half of the food 

he had received at the relief centre for her. His feelings toward her ‘softened with every passing minute’. 

(GAW) And this was not because he had just spent a night with her. It was because he could still recognize the 

spark of goodness in her. Eighteen months ago, she had said, “You people gave us this job to do”. (GAW) Now, 

in response to Nkwanko’s sarcastic comment regarding her friend Augusta’s shopping trip to  Libreville, she 

responds, “That is what you men want us to do.”(GAW) She brushes aside his exhortation ‘to become again’ 

(GAW) the girl he had met at Awka check post’, casually saying, “That time done pass. Now everyone want 

survival. They call it number six. You put your number six; I put my number six. Everything all right.” (GAW) 

He feels duty bound to take care of her because she has revealed to him his own faults. He feels guilty for his 

previous behavior with so many people. At one time he had left an old woman by the roadside in preference to 

Gladys. But now he picks up a disabled soldier. Even his driver is astonished when he asks him to stop. “I never 

give lift these days”, (GAW) he had said to Gladys. But now he breaks his rule. The girl’s presence had brought 

about this transformation in him. Without mentioning it directly even once, she makes him see things in a way 

he has not done for a long time. At the time of air raid, she could have run to safety but she goes back to the car 

to save the soldier. She seems to show Nkwanko the road to salvation and greater humanity by sacrificing her 

life for an unknown person. She might have changed in appearance and may have adopted an immoral 

profession (as many people might think), but deep down inside she remains the girl at the Awka check post who 

had once impressed Nkwanko by her integrity. Even in her last moment she leads the path of true humanity. 

‘Girls At War’ reveals Achebe’s disposition towards women in general. He has otherwise on many occasions 

been accused of a bias against women. Girls at War traces a progressive change of attitude of males towards 

women. 

The cold acceptance of the fate by Gladys and the matter-of-fact way in which she conveys things reveals a 

society over-ridden by a tsunami devastating the very fabric of society. The traditionalists may view womenfolk 

as weak, unreliable and obtuse just like Nkwanko in the beginning does. They may judge a woman on the scale 

of honour and shame associated with the female body. But when a whole generation of future mothers is trapped 

in a moral dilemma, we can hardly expect the traditional standards of morality to hold. Nkwanko is aghast when 

Gladys uses the expression “shelling”. He immediately puts her at par with a prostitute. He cannot look at this 

uncomfortable truth in the face. However, he accepts unquestioningly after his encounter with Gladys. He had 

been living the life of a ‘gay bachelor’, (GAW) enjoying the company of girls from time to time. His snide 

remark that Augusta “will come back on an arms plane laden with shoes, wigs, pants, bras, cosmetics” (GAW) 

and make thousands of pounds selling them and his jeer about the girls being ‘really at war’(GAW) reveal the 

traditional mindset of males. He almost wishes to endorse the views of the Red Cross man regarding the girls 

after having ‘his pleasure’ (GAW) with Gladys. 
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Nkwanko’s varying moral stance on the girls at war leaves us baffled at times. Is he a hypocrite who enjoys 

himself with different girls while passing strict moral judgments against them? Does he represent the moral 

dilemma faced by an entire society forced to choose between survival and the inherent good? Like any other 

human being he has difficult choices to make. His battle is for existence as well as for maintaining the values he 

has grown with. 

Faced with Gladys, whom he has seen in her good days; Nkwanko is forced to realign his views about these 

girls. Finally he is able to reconcile himself to the truth that the girl is a victim. As he concludes “there must be 

some man at the centre of it”. (GAW) He knows that “in such a situation one could do nothing at all for the 

crowds; at best one could try to be of some use to one’s immediate neighbours”. (GAW) He cannot do much for 

the girl, but he makes her promise that she would never use the expression about ‘shelling’ again, as she was 

‘different from all the girls’. (GAW) However, as soon as things start looking up, Gladys is killed in an air raid. 

Nkwanko is left to witness “the entangled remains of the girl and the soldier”. (GAW) 

Nkwanko’s cry is not just for Gladys, but for a lost generation, betrayed humanity and a society gone to ruin. 

Gladys represents a generation which has learnt to deal practically with issues concerning survival, even if it 

entails a sacrifice of morality. Nkwanko, on the other hand, represents the conventional older generation. 

Through him Achebe reveals the internal conflict dogging the society. In his coming to terms with the 

immediate reality, we discern a gradual shift in the traditional viewpoint. Through the chance encounters 

between Gladys and Nkwanko in three different situations, Achebe captures the moral divide on a sensitive 

issue concerning women. Finding a whole generation trapped in a situation like this prompts even a traditionalist 

change the accepted norms of judgments. Nkwanko is finally able to empathize with Gladys and many others 

like her who are victims of men’s lust. 

Collier says that in ‘Girls At War’, “main characters epitomize the war-torn Biafra and its struggles against 

poverty and annihilation, addiction and moral disintegration.” (Collier 269) Achebe is not trying to justify 

Gladys’ choice of using her looks for survival. Without taking a moral stand, he lets the reader form an opinion 

of the war situation and the various problems an ordinary citizen has to face. In Girls at War, He focuses on how 

the implications of war are different for a man than a woman. Through the brief interaction between Nkwanko 

and Gladys, Achebe provides us with a vivid illustration of the shifting and questioning of traditional values and 

moral standards when confronted with immediate survival instincts, particularly where women are concerned. 
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