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Abstract 
Cultural Icons are those aspect of a people’s condition that points to their way of 

life and also their worldview. This study explores Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall 

Apart in order to identify some cultural icons portrayed in the novel and their 

ideational meaning and social functions. This study notes that the cultural icons 

portrays the Igbo culture and society and importantly how the Igbos live their 

lives. This study draws insight from semiotics as a theoretical framework.  
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Introduction 

An icon is a word or sign which stands for something and its meaning go beyond the word 

or sign of the icon. As a sign system, icons and their usage shows that man is “homo 

significans– meaning-makers” (Semiotics the basics 13). A field of study which explores the 

meaning of icons is what is known as semiotics.  In Semiotics, culture phenomena or icons 

are explored as signs. It explains the content of an icon as a sign system and its uses. 

Semiotics was developed at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th 

century by scholars like Ferdinand de Saussure, a Swiss linguist and semiotician, and 

Charles Sanders Peirce, a U.S. philosopher, linguist, semiotician, logician, and 

mathematician.  

 

In semiotics, there are forms of signs: index, symbol and icon, which constitute “the most 

basic classes of signs in Peirce’s menagerie” (The Routledge Companion to Semiotics and 

Linguistics31). An icon is a representative symbol. By a symbol we mean that which 

“operates because it bears a relationship with the symbolized and this places a limit upon 

its use” (Gladys Ifeoma Udechukwu110). Thus, an icon is a symbol and a sign standing for an 

object in virtue of some shared quality.  
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Literature has a way it represents icons. This is the use of language to portray the icons 

peculiar to a given people and what an icon represents to the people or the meaning the 

icon conveys. It is beyond the scope of this study to elaborate carefully the various icons 

in a culture as portrayed in literature. However, the focus of this study will be on those 

cultural icons Chinua Achebe portrayed in Things Fall Apart in order to communicate the 

Igbo worldview and sensibility. This study engages M.A.K Halliday’s language as a 

semiotic system to explain the ideational meaning of the icons in Things Fall Apart. 

Halliday’s systematic functional linguistics explains how linguistic representation of icons 

and the social constructed meaning they offer within a cultural context meet in literature 

and attempts to demonstrate that the representations of icons in literature have underlying 

meaning beyond the text and should be probed beyond the linguistic surface. Thus, a 

linguistic representation of an icon constitute the ideation base, that is “how the 

phenomena of our experience are construed as categories and relationships of meaning” 

(Construing Experience ThroughMeaning48). 

 

Cultural Icons 

In every culture, there are cultural icons. This cultural icons can be identified by the 

members of a culture as representation or speaking of that culture. When a member of a 

culture community come in contact with a cultural icon, they can relate the icon to their 

general understanding of perceptions of the cultural identity represented. In Igbo culture, 

there are icons which points to animal, ritual, royalty, fertility, feminity. The Igbos are 

peculiar for their unique sense of cultural icon. The icons in Igbo culture serve aesthetic, 

sociological purposes. Due to urbanisation many of the knowledge of cultural icons are 

beginning to get lost.  

 

Many Igbos particularly the children born outside Igboland are missing out on the 

meanings of cultural icons as an important part of the Igbo worldview. This is because an 

icon is an important medium for the preservation of Igbo philosophy, worldview and 

cultural identity. Some examples of Igbo cultural icons include: red cap, palm frond, ofo, 

the vulture, masquerade, yam, Iroko, kolanut among others. Literature also offers a 

representation of cultural icon. And since this cultural icon draws from the society, we can 

learn a lot about a culture and its icon from literature. One of the literary works which this 

study explores is Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart. 

 

Review of Literature on Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart  

Things Fall Apart is a popular novel in African literature. A body of critical essays which 

explored Things Fall Apart exist. In this part of this study we will explore some. One of the 

reasons Things Fall Apart was written is an attempt by Chinua Achebe to change the 
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perception of African readers “about their own culture and institution” (Pona Mahanta, 

Dibakar Maut   2), as against the portrayal of African culture by the likes of Joyce Cary and 

Joseph Conrad. In a critical essay on Things Fall Apart, Ignatius Chukwumah explored the 

Missionary Question. He notes that the Christian missionary in Things Fall Apart portrayed 

Christianity as a European civilization where, “Christ is an item of European cultural 

superiority and Christianity is a European civilization. Furthermore, if African people 

must be perceived, it must be through the window of this narrow background (116). 

 

Another scholar,   Alan R Friesen explored the notion of suicide in TFA. Friesen notes that 

Okonkwo’s act of suicide is an affirmative act. By this Friesen means that Okonkwo’s 

“attempt to remind the Igbo people of their culture and values in the face of impending 

colonisation.  The whole interpretation of Okonkwo’s suicide hinges” (n.p).  

 

For Nasser Maleki and Maryam Navidi Things Fall Apart is a novel on the cultural validity 

of a people.  The novel sets out to preserve “the African social-cultural and historical 

values,… extrapolates the pride in the cultural and religious aspects of the African 

postcolonial heritage” (10 ). While Abdul Janmohamed explored how African literature 

written in English language is able to how underscore the culture of the colonizer and 

whether there is a significant contribution such language makes to that effect (20). 

 

Patrick C. Nnoromele explored the hero in TFA. Nnoromele stress that the “hero, in the 

Igbo cultural belief system, is one with great courage and strength to work against 

destabilizing forces of his community, someone who affects, in a special way, the destinies 

of others by pursuing his own (148). The review reveals that extant studies in Chinua 

Achebe’s Things Fall Apart have not full explored the ideational meaning of cultural icons 

in the novel. 

 

Cultural Icons in Things Fall Apart 

Things Fall Apart makes an interesting contribution to the Nigerian/ African literary canon, 

especially for the story it tells concerning the Igbo cultural milieu and the use of specific 

cultural icons to draw attention to the Igbo culture.  These cultural icon have a very 

important role and meaning in the Igbo worldview. Below, we identified some of the icons 

and also explain their ideational significance in Igbo culture.  

 

One of the culture icons represented in things fall apart is the Drum (3). And there are 

different kinds in Igbo culture. The drum is an integral part of song and dance in igbo land. 

They come in large, medium and small sizes depending on the region. Common drums 

used in igbo celebrations are the pot drum, slit drum (Ekwe), Iroko and Egede drum. It 
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depicts the agragrian culture since the people are mostly farmers in Umuofia and also the 

technology of the people. 

 

The Flute (Things  Fall Apart 3), is another important cultural icon captured in things fall 

apart. It is also called Oja in Igboland. The Oja flute hails from eastern Nigeria and is often 

used with Nigerian instruments such as the ekwe, udu, igba, gong and shakers. This 

unique whistle ‘talks’ while drummers drum and dancers dance. During masquerade 

dances in eastern Nigeria, the oja flutist leads the drumming and praise singing. An 

Ojamaster is be able to produce several sounds directly analogous with spoken words. 

Dancers also move to the tune of the oja flute as if it were a drum or other rhythmic 

instrument. If an important person enters the performance space, the oja flutist may use 

this instrument to announce the name of such person. The oja is also played at home 

without other instruments, or in the evening as a serenade accompaniment while strolling 

with a friend or life partner. 

 

The Egwugwu (Things Fall Apart4, 70) as a cultural icon is a masquerade as captured in 

Things Fall Apart. This is also called a masquerade or Mmanwu. It is a traditional 

masquerade of the Igbo people of Umuofia and Southeastern Nigeria. They are performed 

only by males in exclusive secret societies and involve the use of elaborate, colorful 

costumes that are meant to invoke ancestral spirits.[1] Masquerade traditions have a varied 

range of purposes that span from performing elements of epic drama derived from 

community cosmology and lore, ushering in new months and seasons, honoring totems 

and ancestral spirits, enactments of parables or myths, with entertainment and community 

building serving as a consistent commonality. In the past masquerades also bore judicial, 

social regulatory, and even policing powers, however though these functions have 

decreased in modern times. 

 

Kolanut (Things Fall  Apart5, 55), is a vital cultural icon portrayed in Things Fall Apart.  

Though captured as a cultural icon in Things Fall Apart, the kolanut is not only known for 

its origin to many American and European soft-drinks and its chewing by labourers to 

diminish hunger and fatigue, but even more for its sacred significance in Igboland. The 

kola nut tradition is used for a variety of events, but principally to welcome guests to a 

village or house. 

 

Wastebeads or jigida (Things Fall  Apart56)in Things Fall Apart are won also by young 

maidens. There usually wear short wrappers with beads on their waist. You’ll also find 

these beads as a necklace on their neck and as bangles on their wrist. Indeed, coral colored 

beads are essential elements of Igbo society. It’s an accessory that has been passed down 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Masquerade_ceremony
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Igbo_people
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Nigeria
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mmanwu#cite_note-:03-1


Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                  Vol.18. No.4 December, 2020 www.ichekejournal.com 
 

A Semiotic Analysis of Cultural Icons in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart    301 

many generations of the Igbo and still relevant till today. These beads either signifies 

royalty or chieftaincy in the Igbo culture.  Beyond the royal, chieftaincy and decorative 

purpose, beads in Igbo culture also signifies some form of protection from evil and curses. 

This is why it is worn on the waist by young maidens, and as part of wedding accessories 

by groom and bride. These beads are believed to possess some power, both to wield off 

evil or as some form of answers to prayers.  Today, beads are being used as a symbol of 

the Igbo people as it has become an excellent choice for occasions and parties. 

 

White chalk  ornzu (Things Fall  Apart5), this is Nzu is a very useful element in Igbo culture. 

It is a symbol of wisdom, peace, purity and clean heart. It is also a symbol of mystical 

powers capable of revealing the spirit world. Ima Nzu (White Chalk) is a rites of hospitality 

in which you first present Nzu (White Chalk) to a guest to touch and smear on the wrist, 

to declare the purity of the heart toward the guest. 

 

The word "Nzu"  means ‘White Chalk’ and denotes "Wisdom". White chalk is used to draw 

sacred (Ogu/Oguama) lines on the floor, and this exercise signifies "Purity and Holiness" 

which is the foundation of Igbo cosmology and traditional religion. The Igbo of Nigeria 

believe that every man and woman has the spirit of Chineke (God) in them, and is ‘Holy’ 

and sacred. To this end, holiness must be maintained through the observance of Ogu. This 

is called Ogu Ama (Faultlessness/Sinlessness). In Egypt, this is known as "Ma’at". 

Whenever two or more Igbo elders meet, each takes the white chalk and draws four or 

eight lines on the floor. 

 

This act of reverence is regarded as a sacred act of offering to Life, the evidence of one’s 

innocence, and calling on "Ani" (Mother Earth) to witness before those gathered, that one 

comes with clean hands and heart to the gathering or meeting. 

An Ozo initiate is called Nze or Ichie. He is a "Wise" one, a judge, a Teacher, a living 

ancestor, and must be pure. Nzu signifies "Wisdom" and is Igbo in culture, Cosmology and 

orientation. 

Yam (Things Fall  Apart5), the king of crop (Things Fall  Apart18, 27), feast of the new yam 

(Things Fall  Apart 29, 31), the yam is an important semiotic icon in igbo cultural semiotics. 

it is called the king og crops. Yams are the first crop to be harvested, and are the most 

important crop of the region. The New Yam Festival is therefore a celebration depicting 

the prominence of yam in the social-cultural life of Igbo people. The evening prior to the 

day of the festival, all old yams (from the previous year's crop) are consumed or discarded. 

The next day, only dishes of yam are served at the feast, as the festival is symbolic of the 

abundance of the produce. Though the style and methods may differ from one community 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yam_(vegetable)


Icheke Journal of the Faculty of Humanities                                  Vol.18. No.4 December, 2020 www.ichekejournal.com 
 

A Semiotic Analysis of Cultural Icons in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart    302 

to the next, the essential components that make up the festival remain the same. In some 

communities the celebration lasts a whole day, while in many places it may last a week or 

more. These festivities normally include a variety of entertainments and ceremony, 

including the performance of rites by the Igwe (King), or the eldest man, and cultural 

dances by Igbo men, women, and their children. The festival features Igbo cultural 

activities in the form of contemporary shows, masquerade dances, and fashion parades. 

Goatskin (Things Fall  Apart6) goatskin bag (Things Fall  Apart23), is an important cultural 

semiotic icon in Igbo land as captured in Things Fall Apart. For one, it marks one as an 

adult and an elder of the community.  Palm-oil lamp (Things Fall  Apart8) palm oil (Things 

Fall  Apart31), performs an ideational function of representation of the technology and craft 

of the Umuofia or Igbo people as evident in Things Fall Apart. Other cultural semiotic icon 

include Moonlight (Things Fall  Apart8), to depict time, and season. The  Cockcrow (Things 

Fall  Apart11) is also another cultural icon that depicts time too. While the Palm-wine (12) 

is a cultural icon for celebration in traditional igbo communities as captured in Things Fall 

Apart. The Palm kernel (21) is an important cultural icon in igbo worldview as it signifies 

wealth and labour. Other cultural icon captured in Things Fall Apart are:, cowrie, (Things 

Fall  Apart24), Nza(Things Fall  Apart25), Obi (Things Fall  Apart42), (Things Fall  Apart45), 

Locust (Things Fall  Apart44), Ozo title (Things Fall  Apart55), Iyi-uwa (Things Fall  Apart67), 

Tortoise (Things Fall  Apart77).  

One of the thing Achebe is able to achieve through the cultura icons is to represent the 

cultural roots of the Igbos, their worldview, existence, anthropology and also nationness. 

This is because as Diana Akers Rhoads would observe:  

his duty as a writer in a new nation as showing his people the dignity 

that they lost during the colonial period, he sets out to illustrate that 

before the European colonial powers entered Africa, the Igbos "had a 

philosophy of great depth and value and beauty, that they had poetry 

and, above all, they had dignity"(1973, 8). Achebe, however, cannot 

achieve his goal merely by representing difference; rather he must depict 

an Igbo society which moderns can see as having dignity. What is 

remarkable about his Igbos is the degree to which they have achieved the 

foundations of what most people seek today4emocratic institutions, 

tolerance of other cultures ,a balance of male and female principles, 

capacity to change for the better or to meet new circumstances, a means 

of redistributing wealth, a viable system of morality, support for 

industriousness, an effective system of justice, striking and memorable 
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poetry and art.' Achebe appears to have tested Igbo culture against the 

goals of modern liberal democracy and to have set out to show how the 

Igbo meet those standards. (Things Fall Apart, 61) 

 

In our study of the culture icons in Things Fall Apart, this must not be studied in isolation. 

This is because, even as they capture the Igbo worldview, they represent Achebe’s counter 

discourse to the West, in response to the works of Joseph Conrad and Joyce Cary and their 

negative portray of Africa. Hence, Achebe’s cultural icons can be read in contrast to 

another world, that is Europe. This is why Abiola Irela notes that: 

 

We cannot but observe however that, as a writer, Achebe is in fact situated 

at the point of intersection between two world orders, the precolonial 

African and the Western, or more specifically, Euro-Christian, that 

impinge upon his creative consciousness. It is important to recall this 

defining factor of the total cultural situation by which Achebe's inspiration 

is conditioned, and to stress the directing influence of his Western 

education and its sensibility upon his fictional reconstruction of the 

collective traumas enacted by his novels, and the comprehensive process 

of self-reflection they imply. (3) 

 

Conclusion 

In this study, we have explored Things Fall Apart in order to identify the representation of 

cultural icons within the lens of semiotics.  We argued that these cultural icons reveals not 

just the unique nature of the Igbo culture but also their philosophy, worldview, 

metaphysics and above all their technology. Achebe uses such cultural representation for 

cultural assertiveness.  
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