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Abstract: Masculinity, as a cultural and psychological construct, has been central to the narratives of both Chinua 

Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) and Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book (1894). Both texts, although emerging 

from very different historical and cultural contexts, explore the intricate relationship between masculinity, social 

expectations, and the environment. Achebe situates masculinity within the complex social and ritual life of the Igbo clan 

in pre-colonial Nigeria, while Kipling constructs a metaphorical jungle where the protagonist, Mowgli, must navigate 

survival, hierarchy, and rites of passage from boyhood to manhood. In both works, the environment plays an essential 

role in shaping and reflecting the protagonists’ understanding of manhood, courage, and responsibility. This essay 

provides a comparative analysis of masculinity and the environment in these two texts, demonstrating how social, 

cultural, and ecological contexts mold masculine identity and behavior. The study highlights the contrast between 

Achebe’s rigid, socially enforced model of masculinity and Kipling’s adaptive, ecologically informed conception of 

male identity, illustrating the critical role of environment in the performance and recognition of masculinity. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Masculinity, as a cultural and psychological construct, 

has been central to the narratives of both Chinua 

Achebe’s Things Fall Apart [1] and Rudyard Kipling’s 

The Jungle Book [2]. Both texts, although emerging 

from very different historical and cultural contexts, 

explore the intricate relationship between masculinity, 

social expectations, and the environment. Achebe 

situates masculinity within the complex social and ritual 

life of the Igbo clan in pre-colonial Nigeria, while 

Kipling constructs a metaphorical jungle where the 

protagonist, Mowgli, must navigate survival, hierarchy, 

and the rites of passage from boyhood to manhood. In 

both works, the environment plays an essential role in 

shaping and reflecting the protagonists’ understanding 

of manhood, courage, and responsibility. This essay 

provides a comparative analysis of masculinity and the 

environment in these two texts, demonstrating how 

social, cultural, and ecological contexts mold masculine 

identity and behavior. 

 

In Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo’s masculinity is 

inseparable from the traditional Igbo notions of 

strength, bravery, and honor. From the beginning, 

Achebe establishes Okonkwo’s obsession with 

demonstrating manliness in contrast to his father, 

Unoka, who is characterized by weakness and 

improvidence [1]. Okonkwo’s physical prowess, 

economic success, and violent temper are all markers of 

his masculine identity. He believes that any sign of 

weakness equates to social and personal failure. For 

example, his participation in tribal wars and his decisive 

actions in punishing perceived transgressions are tied 

directly to his understanding of what it means to be a 

man in Igbo society. Achebe emphasizes that 

Okonkwo’s sense of masculinity is both socially 

constructed and enforced: “He had a slight stammer and 

whenever he was angry and could not get his words out 

quickly enough, he would use his fists” (p. 4). Here, 

Achebe shows that masculinity is not only a matter of 

reputation but also of bodily performance and the 

ability to assert control over both people and 

circumstance. 

 

The environment in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart is not 

merely a backdrop for social action; it is intricately 

woven into the very fabric of masculine identity, 

serving as both a literal and symbolic arena where 

cultural expectations of manhood are tested, performed, 
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and reinforced. The Igbo landscape, with its rich 

forests, sprawling villages, and fertile yam fields, 

functions as a stage where Okonkwo’s masculinity is 

repeatedly evaluated, both by the community and by 

himself. Yams, referred to explicitly as the “manly 

crop” [1], become a central metric for masculine 

achievement. Success in yam cultivation is not only a 

marker of economic acumen but also a demonstration 

of virility, discipline, and resilience; it signifies a man’s 

capacity to master both nature and social hierarchy. 

Okonkwo’s relentless dedication to his farms 

underscores his belief that control over the land 

parallels control over his social world, reflecting a 

worldview in which masculinity is inseparable from 

labor, endurance, and authority. Beyond agriculture, the 

surrounding forests and rivers function as sites for 

communal rituals, hunting expeditions, and martial 

exploits, all of which are avenues for demonstrating 

courage and fulfilling societal expectations of manhood 

[1]. For instance, hunting trips are not merely practical 

endeavors but rites of passage, where young men test 

their skills and bravery under the eyes of the clan. The 

environment, therefore, is both formative and 

performative: it shapes masculine ideals and provides 

the spaces in which these ideals are enacted, contested, 

and recognized. Achebe’s portrayal suggests that the 

natural world and cultural codes are intertwined, so that 

failure to navigate one can result in social and 

psychological vulnerability, as seen in Okonkwo’s later 

struggles.  

 

In Kipling’s The Jungle Book, Mowgli’s passage into 

manhood is inseparable from his engagement with the 

jungle, a complex ecosystem that functions as both 

mentor and testing ground. Unlike Okonkwo, whose 

understanding of masculinity is largely dictated by rigid 

social norms, Mowgli’s identity emerges organically 

from a combination of innate ability, observational 

learning, and adaptive intelligence within a highly 

structured but morally instructive natural environment. 

The jungle is not a neutral backdrop; it enforces its own 

laws, where survival, hierarchy, and ethical conduct 

intersect. Bagheera, the panther, serves as both guide 

and moral compass, instructing Mowgli in the subtle 

codes of the wolf pack, while confrontations with Shere 

Khan emphasize the dangers and responsibilities 

inherent in assuming power. Each encounter functions 

as a form of education, teaching Mowgli lessons in 

courage, strategy, and ethical discernment, all of which 

are essential components of his emerging masculinity 

[2]. Physical strength alone is insufficient; the narrative 

celebrates ingenuity, prudence, and adaptability as 

marks of true manhood. Symbolic milestones, such as 

mastering the Red Flower (fire), underscore the 

interplay between natural knowledge and technological 

empowerment, highlighting Mowgli’s ability to assert 

dominance over the environment without violating its 

ethical framework. Through this portrayal, Kipling 

suggests that masculinity is as much about 

understanding and negotiating one’s surroundings as it 

is about physical prowess, emphasizing that ecological 

literacy, social intelligence, and moral judgment are 

inseparable components of a resilient male identity. The 

jungle thus becomes a dynamic classroom where the 

physical, social, and ethical dimensions of manhood are 

cultivated in tandem. 

 

Kipling also portrays the environment as an active 

participant in shaping masculine identity. The jungle is 

not a passive backdrop; it is a system of social, ethical, 

and natural laws. For instance, when Mowgli learns to 

use the Red Flower (fire), he gains a tool of 

empowerment that marks the transition from boyhood 

to manhood: “I will decide on my life or my death, not 

you. I am a man, and to show you, I have brought the 

Red Flower with me” [2]. The Red Flower, symbolic of 

human ingenuity and control over nature, mirrors the 

yam fields in Things Fall Apart, where mastery over a 

natural element confers social and personal authority. 

Both Okonkwo and Mowgli demonstrate that 

environment is not merely a setting but a crucible in 

which masculine identity is forged. 

 

Another point of comparison is the social mediation of 

masculinity. In Things Fall Apart, Okonkwo’s 

masculinity is validated through social recognition, 

rituals, and peer judgment. The egwugwu, communal 

assemblies, and warrior exploits establish standards of 

manhood that Okonkwo strives to fulfill [1]. His social 

environment enforces adherence to norms and punishes 

deviation. In contrast, Mowgli’s masculinity is assessed 

within a quasi-democratic ecosystem of the jungle. 

Leadership, respect, and acceptance by the wolf pack 

are contingent upon observable skill, bravery, and 

ethical conduct rather than inherited social status [2]. 

While Okonkwo’s identity is constrained by rigid 

cultural codes, Mowgli’s identity evolves through 

meritocratic negotiation with his environment and 

peers. The comparison illustrates how social structure 

mediates the expression of masculinity differently in 

human and non-human societies. 

 

The connection between masculinity and environmental 

adaptation is starkly illustrated in the contrast between 

Okonkwo and Mowgli, particularly in moments of 

confrontation with authority. In Things Fall Apart, 

Okonkwo’s downfall is directly tied to his inability to 

negotiate a rapidly transforming cultural and ecological 

landscape. The arrival of colonial forces and Christian 

missionaries introduces an alien environment where the 

traditional markers of Igbo manhood, physical strength, 

martial skill, and social status, lose their efficacy. 

Okonkwo’s violent confrontation with the court 

messengers, culminating in his suicide, exemplifies this 

tragic rigidity: “Okonkwo drew his machete. The 

messenger crouched to avoid the blow. It was useless. 

Okonkwo’s machete descended twice and the man’s 

head lay beside his uniformed body” [1]. His act is both 

defiant and fatal, a final assertion of a masculine ideal 

that the new socio-political environment no longer 
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supports. Achebe thus portrays masculinity not as an 

inherent or universal trait but as a socially and 

ecologically mediated construct. By contrast, Mowgli’s 

confrontation with Shere Khan demonstrates adaptive 

masculinity within an environment that demands 

flexibility. By mastering the Red Flower (fire), Mowgli 

asserts human ingenuity while respecting the jungle’s 

ecological and social laws: “I am a man, and to show 

you, I have brought the Red Flower with me” [2]. Here, 

masculinity is validated through a combination of skill, 

intelligence, and environmental attunement. The 

comparison underscores the idea that successful 

masculinity is contingent on the ability to read, 

negotiate, and respond to one’s environment—be it the 

human socio-political landscape of colonial Nigeria or 

the ecological and social complexities of the Indian 

jungle. Okonkwo’s rigidity and Mowgli’s adaptability 

highlight how environmental pressures shape, constrain, 

or enable masculine identity in fundamentally different 

ways. 

 

Mowgli, conversely, demonstrates adaptability in his 

confrontation with Shere Khan. By mastering fire and 

utilizing it strategically, he asserts human dominance 

while respecting the ecological and social laws of the 

jungle: “I am a man, and to show you, I have brought 

the Red Flower with me” [2]. Unlike Okonkwo, 

Mowgli’s masculinity is not defined by stubborn 

adherence to tradition but by innovative interaction with 

his environment. The contrast between Mowgli and 

Okonkwo emphasizes how different environmental 

pressures shape models of masculinity: one is rigid and 

socially enforced the other flexible and ecologically 

informed. 

 

Both Achebe and Kipling explore the psychological 

dimensions of masculinity, highlighting how fear, 

courage, and the negotiation of social and ecological 

pressures shape male identity. In Things Fall Apart, 

Okonkwo’s fear of being perceived as weak is a 

defining force in his behavior. This fear, deeply rooted 

in cultural expectations and his personal history with 

his father Unoka, drives him toward aggression, 

excessive control, and often cruelty: “He had a slight 

stammer and whenever he was angry and could not get 

his words out quickly enough, he would use his fists” 

[1]. Psychologically, Okonkwo embodies what Connell 

[3] describes as “hegemonic masculinity,” where 

vulnerability is repressed, and social dominance is 

asserted through violence and labor. His fear is both 

internalized and socially enforced, illustrating how 

cultural norms can produce rigid, performative models 

of manhood. By contrast, Mowgli in The Jungle 

Book faces fear in a natural and ecological context. The 

threats posed by Shere Khan, environmental hazards, 

and rival animals require courage, adaptability, and 

strategic intelligence [2]. Mowgli’s fear is situational 

and productive, cultivating skills and moral judgment, 

demonstrating a more symbiotic relationship between 

male identity and the environment. Ecocritical 

scholarship supports this view, noting that interaction 

with dynamic natural spaces encourages resilience, 

ethical agency, and socially recognized competence [4]. 

Moreover, Butler [5] suggests that identity, including 

masculinity, is performative and contingent, aligning 

with how Mowgli negotiates fear adaptively. By 

juxtaposing Okonkwo’s culturally rigid fear with 

Mowgli’s flexible, environment-driven courage, both 

texts illuminate the psychological pressures underlying 

masculine identity and how these pressures interact 

with social and ecological contexts. 

 

The theme of marginality and social exclusion provides 

a compelling lens through which to examine 

masculinity in Things Fall Apart and The Jungle Book. 

In Achebe’s novel, the osu, or outcasts, exist at the 

margins of Igbo society, barred from full participation 

in communal rituals and social networks. The advent of 

the Christian church offers these marginalized 

individuals a new social space, challenging traditional 

hierarchies: “Unless you shave off the mark of your 

heathen belief, I will not admit you into the church. The 

heathen speak nothing but falsehood. Only the word of 

our God is true” [1]. Okonkwo’s rigid adherence to 

conventional masculine norms prevents him from 

engaging with these social transformations, 

exacerbating his isolation and underscoring the dangers 

of inflexible masculinity in dynamic contexts. In 

contrast, Mowgli occupies a liminal position from birth, 

straddling the human and animal worlds. His 

acceptance within the wolf pack and broader jungle 

society is contingent not on birthright but on 

competence, courage, and ecological literacy [2]. This 

meritocratic model demonstrates that masculine 

authority can emerge from performance and adaptation 

rather than inherited status. Butler’s [5] theory of 

performativity illuminates this dynamic, showing that 

gendered identities, including masculinity, are enacted 

through repeated actions rather than fixed traits. 

Ecocritical perspectives further suggest that navigating 

a marginal environment, as Mowgli does, cultivates 

agency, resilience, and ethical decision-making [4]. 

Together, these texts illustrate how marginality 

intersects with social and ecological pressures to shape, 

challenge, and sometimes redefine masculine identity, 

highlighting the contrast between rigid, socially 

enforced models and flexible, adaptive models of 

manhood. 

 

Secondary scholarship reinforces these interpretations. 

Chinweizu [6] argues that Achebe’s portrayal of 

masculinity is inseparable from the socio-cultural and 

ecological context of the Igbo, emphasizing that “the 

physical environment, ritual obligations, and 

agricultural practices are critical arenas where 

masculinity is performed and contested”. Likewise, 

ecocritical readings of Kipling highlight the jungle as a 

formative space for ethical and social development, 

noting that “the jungle is both a school and a stage for 

Mowgli, where survival, leadership, and courage are 
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tested” [7]. The convergence of primary and secondary 

sources thus illuminates the environmental determinants 

of masculine identity in both works. 

 

The texts also interrogate the consequences of failing to 

adapt to environmental and social change. Okonkwo’s 

demise illustrates the dangers of inflexible masculinity: 

his inability to reconcile traditional notions of manhood 

with colonial encroachment results in social alienation 

and death [1]. Mowgli’s narrative, however, 

underscores the rewards of adaptive masculinity. By 

engaging with the jungle and later the human village 

strategically, he achieves both social respect and 

personal empowerment [2]. The comparative lesson is 

clear: masculinity thrives when aligned with 

environmental understanding, whether ecological, 

social, or political. 

 

CONCLUSION 
In conclusion, Things Fall Apart and The Jungle Book 

provide rich, complementary explorations of 

masculinity as both a social and environmental 

construct. Achebe’s novel foregrounds the rigidity of 

traditional masculinity in the face of cultural and 

ecological disruption, highlighting the tragic 

consequences of inflexibility. Kipling’s work, by 

contrast, portrays a model of adaptive masculinity, 

emphasizing intelligence, courage, and ecological 

awareness as central to male identity. In both texts, the 

environment, whether the Igbo lands and forests or the 

Indian jungle, shapes the conditions under which 

masculinity is performed, contested, and recognized. 

The comparative study of these texts underscores the 

intersectionality of gender, environment, and culture, 

revealing that masculinity is neither universal nor static, 

but dynamically negotiated in relation to ecological, 

social, and moral imperatives. By examining these 

works together, readers gain a deeper understanding of 

how literary narratives construct and critique the ideals 

and vulnerabilities of masculinity in diverse 

environments. 
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