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A THEMATIC STUDY OF CHINUA ACHEBE’S ‘MARRIAGE
IS A PRIVATE AFFAIR’
par
Godefroid BUTU BOY-MOKE

Apprenant en D.E.S., Faculté des Lettres et Sciences Humaines,
Université de Kinshasa

Abstract

This article is a thematic analysis of Chinua Achebe’s short story "Marriage Is a Private Affair." It examines
the themes of the conflict between tradition and modernity and explores how cultural values, family expectations, and
generational gap shape the characters’ choices. It also analyzes the theme of love versus arranged marriage and the
tension between individual freedom and social norms. The article, by closely reading the text, emphasizes Achebe’s
criticism of inflexible traditions. Finally, the study shows how the story reflects the broader social changes in
postcolonial Africa.

Keywords : Chinua Achebe, Tradition versus Modernity, Cultural Conflict, generational conflict, Arranged marriage,
postcolonial Nigerian literature

Résumé

Cette étude est une analyse thématique de I' ceuvre ‘Marriage Is a Private Affair’, qui est une ceuvre de Chinua
Achebe. Elle examine le théme central du conflit entre tradition et modernité et explore comment les valeurs culturelles,
les attentes familiales et les différences générationnelles influencent les choix des personnages. Elle analyse également
le théme de I'amour face au mariage arrangé ainsi que la tension entre liberté individuelle et normes sociales. A travers
une lecture attentive du texte, I'article met en lumiere la critique d' Achebe envers les traditions rigides. Enfin, I'étude
montre comment I’histoire refléte des changements sociaux plus larges dans I’Afrique postcoloniale.

Mots - clés: Chinua Achebe, Tradition et modernité, Conflit culturel, Conflit générationnel, Mariage arrangé,
littérature nigériane postcoloniale

INTRODUCTION

Chinua Achebe is one of Africa’s most influential writers, well known for his involvement in the
struggles between traditional African values and modern ways of life. Although he is famous for his novels,
his short stories are also significatives. One of these short stories is “‘Marriage Is a Private Affair’, which
focuses on love, family, culture, and generation gap in Nigerian society.

The analytical approach has helped us study the prose, the structure, and the language of the story;
the critical approach has allowed us to evaluate its meaning and significance; the cultural approach has
shown us the historical and the social context; and the discourse comprehension has helped us understand
the story’s message and its impact on the readers. There are two sections.

I. CONCERNING CHINUA ACHEBE (1930-2013)

Achebe is often called “the father of Modern African Literature” for his pioneering work in bringing
African narratives to the global stage. He fiercely critiqued colonialism and Western stereotypes of Africa,
aiming to give a voice to African perspectives through his writing.

II. ANALYSIS OF ACHEBE'S SHORT STORY : MARRIAGE IS A PRIVATE AFFAIR

For the purpose of analyzing the short story “‘Marriage is a Private Affair’, the following points will
be taken into account: the origin of the story, its context, the plot, the main problem and its resolution, the
devices of structure, themes, characters and their characterization, and the other narrative techniques.

2.1. The origin of ‘Marriage is a Private Affair’ (1950)

“Marriage is a Private Affair’ was written at a time when Nigeria was experiencing major changes
due to colonial influence and Christianity. These changes affected traditional beliefs, especially in areas such
as marriage, family, authority, and cultural values.

The story originates from Achebe’s desire to show the conflict between traditional African customs
and modern ways of life. In many African societies, parents traditionally chose marriage partners for their
children, and individual choice was often discouraged. However, with the spread of Western education and
new ideas, young people began to question these customs and demand freedom in personal decisions,
including whom to marry.

Achebe, who grew up in an Igbo community, was familiar with both traditional culture and Western
values. This personal background influenced his writing. The story is a realistic picture of family conflict
caused by cultural change, using an unadorned domestic situation to reflect a larger social issue. One Click
Home Blog writes that:
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There was no love between the major ethnic groups.
Ethnic groups in Nigeria leading to interethnic
Le mariage est totalement condamné. I believe his sole
The purpose of writing this story was to unify Nigeria.
Through marriage’
The story shows that conflict comes from tradition and culture clashing with personal choice and love.
2.2. The context

The context of this short story is both cultural, reflecting the clash at the encounter of traditional
culture and modern life. Older people believed strongly in customs, while young people wanted their
freedom to choose their own partners, which created conflict between parents and children, showing society
was changing. That's how Achebe shapes this short story to reflect on this conflict.

2.3. The plot

The story is about a young man named Nnaemeka who falls in love and marries a woman of his
choice. His father, Okeke, gets angry because the marriage does not follow their tradition. He cuts off contact
with his son. Years later, Okeke feels regret and sadness, especially after learning about his grandchildren,
and he realizes that his pride and refusal to accept his son’s marriage caused him to lose his family forever.
The story ends with Okeke praying for forgiveness and wishing he had accepted Nnaemeka's choices earlier.
In the end he accepted Nene and the children, and the family is reunited.

2.3.1. The main problem and how it is resolved

The main problem in ‘Marriage is a Private Affair’ is the conflict between traditional beliefs and
personal choice. The father strongly believes that marriage should follow customs and family decisions,
while his son believes he has the right to choose the woman he loves. This disagreement creates a deep
separation between them and causes emotional pain on both sides. The problem is gradually resolved when
the father begins to reflect on his actions and feels regret for rejecting his son and grandchildren. In the end,
he realizes that love and understanding are more pivotal than strict traditions, which leads him toward
acceptance and reconciliation. Enotes writes that:

The main character, Nnaemeka, faces a conflict between his personal desires and societal
expectations. He wishes to marry Nene, an Ibibio Woman, against his father Okeke’s
wishes, rooted in traditional Igbo Customs. Okeke disowns Nnaemeka, but Nene's
appeal and the existence of grandchildren soften Okeke’s stance?

2.3.2. The devices of the plot

In ‘Marriage is a Private Affair’, Achebe uses several plot devices to organize the story and express its
message clearly:

— Recognition happens too late in the story. Okeke, Nmaemeka's father, who refused to recognize his son's
right to choose his own wife because he is strongly attached to traditional customs, finally recognized
his mistake at the end of the story, after hearing about the death of Nnaemeka, Nene, and their children.
He understands that his pride and strict beliefs caused pain and separation. This moment of recognition
brings regret and sorrow, not happiness, because it comes when it is no longer possible to correct the
past.

— Reversal of intention : at the beginning of the story, Okeke’s intention is to protect tradition and family
honour. He believes that refusing his son’s marriage will force Nnaemeka to obey rules and adhere to
cultural norms and marry a woman chosen by the clan. His goal is to preserve tradition and show
authority as a father. However, as the story progresses, this intention slowly changes. Instead of
defending tradition, he now wishes for forgiveness, reconciliation, and family unity. He regrets his
earlier actions and realizes that love and understanding are more paramount than rigid customs. This
reversal of intention is tragic because it comes too late. Okeke wants to accept his son and grandchildren
only after they are gone.

— The dramatic irony is shown in the contrast between Okeke's beliefs and the reality of his situation. Okeke
thinks that rejecting his son’s marriage will protect tradition and discipline his son, but the reader

! What can be the origin of “Marriage is a Private Affair”? https://www.oneclick.nome.blog from Google, January 6,
2026.
2 How is the conflict resolved in the short Story ‘Marriage is a Private Affair’? in https://www.enotes from Google,
January 6, 2026.
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understands that this decision will only lead to separation and suffering. While Okeke remains confident
in his choice, the reader anticipates regret. The dramatic irony is shown in the contrast between Okeke's
beliefs and the reality of his situation. Okeke thinks that rejecting his son’s marriage will protect tradition
and discipline his son, but the reader understands that this decision will lead to separation and suffering.
While Okeke remains confident in his choice, the reader anticipates regret.

— Poetic justice is shown through Okeke’s moral suffering. By rejecting his son’s marriage, Okeke believes
he is defending tradition, but his rigid attitude leads to isolation and regret. When he finally realizes his
mistake and wishes to reconcile with his family, they are already dead. His punishment comes in the
form of guilt and loneliness, which are the direct results of his earlier actions. The story therefore shows
that intolerance and pride can bring painful consequences.

2.3.3.  The structure of the plot includes :

- Exposition: the story starts by presenting the family and the cultural setting. We learn about the
father’s strong belief in tradition and the son’s modern ideas about marriage. This helps the reader
understand why the problem begins.

- Conflict: the main device is the disagreement between the father and the son. The father and the son.
The father wants his son to follow custom, while the son chooses love. This clash of ideas moves the
story forward.

- Rising Action: the conflict grows through messages and silence between the two. The father’s refusal
to accept marriage increases the emotional distance and tension.

- Climax: the turning point happens when the father learns about his grandchildren. This news makes
him think deeply about his actions and the pain he has caused.

- Falling Action: after the turning point, the father begins to feel regret. His thoughts show that his
attitude is slowly changing.

- Resolution: The story ends with the father’s realization that his pride and strict beliefs have hurt his
family. Although there is no direct union, the ending suggests hope and understanding.

The theme : The central theme in “Marriage is a Private Affair ‘is the clash between tradition and modernity.
2.4. The subthemes are :

Love, tradition versus individual choice, rejection of traditional norms, cultural identity, pride,
stubbornness, regret, emotional suffering, and change.

- Love is shown as the true basis of marriage. Nnaemeka and Nene love each other and decide to live
together for the rest of their lives in the marriage, despite the fact that Okeke, who is Nnaemeka's
father, rejects their love in favour of tradition. The two young people therefore reject tradition and get
married.

- Tradition versus individual choice : Okeke strongly believes that marriage must follow Igbo tradition,
especially marrying within one’s clan. This is clear when he rejects his son’s choice of a wife, saying;:
“I'shall never see her”. On the other hand, Nnaemeka believes marriage is a personal matter based on
love. He clearly states his position when he writes “She is the only woman I can marry”. These
opposing views show the struggle between cultural expectations and individual choices.

- Rejection of traditional norms : the story shows the misunderstanding between parents and children.
Okeke represents the older generation that values obedience and tradition, while Nnaemeka
embodies the younger one which embraces new ideas. Okeke expects his son to obey him completely,
as seen when he says: “You will not marry her”. This shows how authority and tradition dominate
the older generation’s thinking, leading to conflict of separation.

- Cultural identity the cultural identity in the story is shown through the conflict between traditional
values and modern beliefs. Nene is not accepted by Okeke and his kinsmen to marry Nnaemeka
simply because she is not from their tribe. She is considered an Osu (outcast).Okeke strongly identifies
with Igbo traditions and believes that marriage should follow ancestral customs. In contrast,
Nnaemeka represents a modern cultural identity that values personal choice and love.

- Pride is shown as a destructive force in the story. Okeke’s pride in his traditions and authority as a
father makes him reject his son’s marriage. Because he refuses to listen or compromise, he loses contact
with his family. The story shows that excessive pride can destroy relationships and lead to regret.

- Stubbornness is shown through Okeke’s refusal to accept his son’s marriage. He holds firmly to
tradition and refuses to change his opinion, even when it causes pain. This stubborn attitude leads to
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separation, loneliness, and deep regret. The story shows that stubbornness can destroy family bonds
and bring lasting suffering.

- Regret appears at the end of the story through Okeke. After rejecting his son’s marriage, he later
realizes that his rigid attitude caused great loss. When he decides to forgive and accept his family, it
is already too late. The story shows that regret often comes when mistakes can no longer be corrected.

- Remorse is experienced by all the main characters in the story. Nnaemeka and Nene suffer from
rejection and separation because Okeke refuses to accept their marriage. Okeke also suffers
emotionally when he becomes lonely and later realizes his mistake. The story shows that lack of
understanding and rigid beliefs can cause deep emotional pain within families.

- Change is shown through the shift in attitudes between generations. Nnaemeka accepts modern ideas
about marriage and personal choice, while Okeke resists change by clinging to traditions. In the end,
Okeke himself changes when he realizes his mistake, but this change comes too late. The story shows
that refusing to accept change can lead to loss and regret.

III. CHARACTERS

“A literary character is a person, animal, or object/thing that is presented as a person, in a narrative
or dramatic piece of work”3. There are four main characters and a few minor ones :

3.1. Main Characters

The main characters in Achebe's Marriage are a Private Affair are: Nnaemeka, Nene, Okeke and
Nnaemeka and Nene's two sons.

- Nnaemeka, the protagonist, is a young Nigerian who works in Lagos. He believes in personal
choice and refuses to accept his father’s traditional demand to marry a woman chosen for him.

- Nene is Nnaemeka's wife, an educated, modern woman from a different ethnic group. She values
love and mutual understanding and tries to win Nnaemeka’s father’s approval.

- Okeke is Nnaemeka's father, a strict conservative and traditional man from a rural village. He
strongly believes in arranged marriage and rejects Nnaemeka'’s choice.

- The children (unnamed), they are Nnaemeka and Nene’s two sons. They play a pivotal role at the
end of the story; they help to soften Okeke’s heart.

3.2. Minor characters

Okeke’s friends/ villagers, they represent traditional Igbo society and reinforce Okeke’s beliefs about
marriage and culture.

Table 1. Features of characterization: “Marriage Is a Private Affair”

Character Role in the story Key traits Importance
. Represents modern values and personal
P ke’ i . .
Nnaemeka rotagonist, Okeke’s Modern, educafced, independent, choice in marriage
Son respectful but firm
Nene Nnaemeka’s wife Loving, patient, understanding, Symbolizes love-based marriage and
respectful cultural tolerance
Okeke Nnaemeka’s father Traditipngl, stubborn, RePresents strict tradition and
authoritative, proud resistance to change
Nnaemeka and Sons of Nnaemeka and
. I , lovi Help sof ’s h h
Nene’s Children Nene nnocent, loving elp soften Okeke’s heart at the end
/ . .. . Refl i ietal
(?keke S Minor characters Traditional, conservative eflect community pressure and societa
fiends/ Villagers norms

Achebe presents realistic characters whose thoughts, actions, dialogue, and relationships drive the
theme of cultural clash.

— Nnaemeka : he is portrayed as a modern, educated, and independent-minded young man. Through
his actions and dialogue, Achebe shows his determination to choose love or tradition. He respectfully
informs his father of his intention to marry Nene, yet he firmly refuses to abandon his decision. His
internal conflict reveals that he still values his father's approval, making him a round and dynamic

3 What is a literary Character? in https://www.study.com from Google, January 6, 2026
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character. Nnaemeka represents the younger generation who struggles to balance tradition with
personal freedom.

— Okeke : he is Nnaemeka's father. He is characterized as strict, conservative, and deeply rooted in Igbo
tradition. He believes strongly in arranged marriages and social customs. His harsh reaction,
disowning his son, shows his rigidity and pride.

— Achebe uses Okeke’s later regret and sorrow, especially after learning about his grandchildren, to
show that he is also a dynamic character. His emotional suffering shows the tragic cost of excessive
adherence to tradition.

— Nene : she is Nnaemeka’s wife. She is portrayed as loving, respectful, patient, and understanding.
Although rejected without being known personally, she does not harbour hatred toward Okeke. Her
polite letter and willingness to reconcile demonstrate her maturity and emotional strength. Through
indirect characterization, Achebe presents her as a symbol of modern womanhood and tolerance.

— Minor characters such as Okeke’s friends, neighbours and family members help reinforce societal
expectations and traditional norms. Their reactions support Okeke’s beliefs and emphasize the
pressure of communal values in traditional society.

Achebe’s characterization is mainly indirect, and it is revealed through dialogue, actions, and
emotional responses. Each character plays a vital role in expressing the story’s central theme: the conflict
between tradition and individual choice. Through realistic and emotionally complex characters, Achebe
effectively shows how rigid traditions can lead to personal loss and regret.

Other narrative techniques used

The other narrative techniques used are :

- Third-Person Omniscient narration: Achebe uses an all-knowing narrator who reveals the
thoughts and feelings of different characters, especially Nnaemeka and his father, Okeke. This
helps readers understand both perspectives without taking sides.

- Dialogue: the dialogue is heavily used to expose cultural values and conflicts. Conversations
between Nnaemeka and Okeke clearly show the clash between traditional Igbo customs and
modern, western-influenced ideas about marriage.

- Flashback: the story includes references to past events, such as Okeke’s earlier life and
expectations, which help explain his strong attachment to tradition.

- Symbolism: the rain at the end symbolizes cleansing, reconciliation, and emotional release. The
letters symbolize failed communication and emotional distance between father and son.

- Irony: there is a situational irony in Okeke’s stubborn rejection of his son, which ultimately leads
to his deep loneliness and regret.

RECOMMENDATION AND CONCLUSION

Chinua Achebe's "Marriage Is a Private Affair" explores the tension between tradition and modernity
in Nigerian society. The story shows how cultural expectations and family pressure affect personal choices.
Achebe highlights the conflict between arranged marriage and love, as well as the issue of generation; the
story shows the importance of understanding and compromise. It reflects broader social changes in
postcolonial Nigeria. It also shows how rigid traditions can lead to disaster and misunderstandings Achebe's
prose is limpide but powerful, making the themes clear and relatable. The analysis demonstrates the author’s
skill in addressing complex social issues through a short story. Overall, the story encourages readers to
question social norms and value individual freedom. It remains a relevant and thought-provoking work in
African literature, deserving careful reading and study.
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