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CONTEXT

Ibert Chinualumogu Achebe * was born on
November 16, 1930, in Ogidi, a large village in
Nigeria. Although he was the child of a Protestant
missionary and received his early education in
English, his upbringing was multicultural, as the inhabitants of
Ogidi still lived according to many aspects of traditional Igho™
(formerly written as Ibo) culture. Achebe attended the Govern-
ment College in Umuahia* from 1944 to 1947. He graduated
from University College, Ibadan™, in 1953. While he was in
college, Achebe studied history and theology. He also developed
his interest in indigenous Nigerian cultures, and he rejected his
Christian name, Albert, for his indigenous one, Chinua.

In the 1950s, Achebe was one of the founders of a Nigerian
literary movement that drew upon the traditional oral culture of its
indigenous peoples. In 1959, he published Things Fall Apart as
a response to novels, such as Joseph Conrad™’s Heart of Dark-
ness, that treat Africa as a primordial and cultureiess foil for
Europe. Tired of reading white men’s accounts of how primitive,
socially backward, and, most important, language-less native
Africans were, Achebe sought to convey a fuller understanding of
one African culture and, in so doing, give voice to an under-
represented and exploited colonial subject.

Things Fall Apart is set in the 1890s and portrays the clash
between Nigeria’s white colonial government and the.traditional
culture of the indigenous Igbo people. Achebe’s novel shatters
the stereotypical European portraits of native Africans. He is
careful to portray the complex, advanced social institutions and
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W THINGS FALL APART

artistic traditions of Igbo culture prior to its contact with Euro-
peans. Yet he is just as careful not to stereotype the Europeans;
he offers varying depictions of the white man, such as the
mostly benevolent Mr. Brown, the zealous Reverend Smith,
and the ruthlessly calculating District Commissioner.

Achebe’s education in English and exposure to European cus-
toms have allowed him to capture both the European and the
African perspectives on colonial expansion, religion, race, and
culture. His decision to write Things Fall Apart in English is an
important one. Achebe wanted this novel to respond to earlier
colonial accounts of Africa; his choice of language was thus po-
litical. Unlike some later African authors who chose to revitalize
native languages as a form of resistance to colonial culture, Achebe
wanted to achieve cultural revitalization within and through Eng-
lish. Nevertheless, he manages to capture the rhythm of the Igbo
language and he integrates Igbo vocabulary into the narrative.

Achebe has become renowned throughout the world as a fa-
ther of modern African literature, essayist, and professor of
English literature at Bard College in New York. But Achebe’s
achievements are most concretely reflected by his prominence in
Nigeria’s academic culture and in its literary and political insti-
tutions. He worked for the Nigerian Broadcasting Company for
over a decade and later became an English professor at the U-
niversity of Nigeria. He has also been quite influential in the
publication of new Nigerian writers. In 1967, he co-founded a
publishing company with a Nigerian poet named Christopher
Okigbo * and in 1971, he began editing Okike, a respected
journal of Nigerian writing. In 1984, he founded Uwa ndi Ig-
bo, a bilingual magazine containing a great deal of information

about Igbo culture. He has been active in Nigerian politics since

3
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W THINGS FALL APART

the 1960s, and many of his novels address the post-colonial
social and political problems that Nigeria still faces. ¢
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PLOT OVERVIEW

konkwo is a wealthy and respected warrior of the
Umuofia clan, a lower Nigerian tribe that is part of
a consortium of nine connected villages. He is
haunted by the actions of Unoka, his cowardly and
spendthrift father, who died in disrepute, leaving many village
debts unsettled. In response, Okonkwo becomes a clansman,
warrior, farmer, and family provider extraordinaire. He has a
twelve-year-old son named Nwoye whom he finds Ilazy;
Okonkwo worries that Nwoye will end up a failure like Unoka.

In a settlement with a neighboring tribe, Okonkwo wins a
virgin and a fifteen-year-old boy for the tribe. Okonkwo takes
charge of the boy, Ikemefuna, and finds an ideal son in him.
Nwoye likewise forms a strong attachment to the newcomer.
Despite his fondness for Ikemefuna and despite the fact that the
boy begins to call him “father, ” Okonkwo does not let himself
show any affection for him.

During the Week of Peace™, Okonkwo accuses his youngest
wife, Ojiugo, of negligence. He severely beats her, breaking
the peace of the sacred week. He makes some sacrifices to show
his repentance, but he has shocked his community irreparably.

Ikemefuna stays with Okonkwo’s family for three years.
Nwoye looks up to him as an older brother and, much to
Okonkwo’s pleasure, develops a more masculine attitude. One
day, the locusts come to Umuofia — they will come every year
for seven years before disappearing for another generation. The
village excitedly collects them because they are good to ecat
when cooked.

7



e - X

BREFRGHETHF R K- LEFEHRH P AFE
4t LAEFHERKE—-ANATRAMEIHRE, &
BT AdIANNETameIBE, X LEFIE5.
BMENHBEREARRAMG I HE, LFLTLEXR
H RTHERSZM . BEXFRE , REFRAREKE
— £ FFR .G KRG AREHFTREBEE LA
—ABWE R 12 FILF, LEF X AR, 120
IR LT AR AR R S,

Fe B B — AARE AR E A B, BRE A B Tad 3
BRI FHF R, KALRES
BA A B AP IBENG T BB ERNIANF
Z & LA ER P ILT 6 F R, Bl AR A
HROFBEFTAT —FREZH AT RES ERF
LG, o BFER LA S Z LA BET, £E
EAHREE S e B E,

BEHHRAA, REZIR T HEREBA LK
Z, PHEWMBITTH, IR TRXANHBAGN T L
T Mg kB an ik TG, 12407 LTI RN B
AT B BT R,

PR BERERERY RAET 35, B2 hF
FHFATEFARBOEANL, REL A HEIFG
b, — R ¥ 2 X Ks AR A B, A X skt AR A
KR, —RHERTF, REFHE, BFRATFT—Rag &,
BAMNBGAICE A EFEEIE R, B A3 k%

G RIFL o
8




o
o

Oovz

PLOT

W THINGS FALL APART

Ogbuefi Ezeudu, a respected village elder, informs Okonk-
wo in private that the Oracle has said that Tkemefuna must be
killed. He tells Okonkwo that because Ikemefuna calls him
“father, " Okonkwo should not take part in the boy’s death.
Okonkwo lies to Ikemefuna, telling him that they must return
him to his home village. Nwoye bursts into tears.

As he walks with the men of Umuofia, Ikemefuna thinks
about seeing his mother. After several hours of walking, some
of Okonkwo’s clansmen attack the boy with machetes. Ikeme-
funa runs to Okonkwo for help. But Okonkwo, who doesn’t
wish to look weak in front of his fellow tribesmen, cuts the boy
down despite the Oracle’s admonishment. When Okonkwo re-
turns home, Nwoye deduces that his friend is dead.

Okonkwo sinks into a depression, able neither to sleep nor
eat. He visits his friend Obierika and begins to feel revived a
bit. Okonkwo’s daughter Ezinma falls ill, but she recovers after
Okonkwo gathers leaves for her medicine.

The death of Ogbuefi Ezeudu is announced to the surrounding
villages by means of the ekwe, a musical instrument. Okonkwo
feels guilty because the last time Ezeudu visited him was to
warn him against taking part in Ikemefuna’s death. At Ogbuefi
Ezeudv’s large and elaborate funeral, the men beat drums and
fire their guns. Tragedy compounds upon itself when Okonkw-
o’s gun explodes and kills Ogbuefi Ezendu’s sixteen-year-old
son.

Because killing a clansman is a crime against the earth god-
dess, Okonkwo must take his family into exile for seven years
in order to atone. He gathers his most valuable belongings and
takes his family to his mother’s natal village, Mbanta. The men
from Ogbuefi Ezeudu’s quarter burn Okonkwo’s buildings and

9
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kill his animals to cleanse the village of his sin.

Okonkwo’s kinsmen, especially his uncle, Uchendu, receive
him warmly. They help him build a new compound of huts and
lend him yam seeds to start a farm. Although he is bitterly
disappointed at his misfortune, Okonkwo reconciles himself to
life in his motherland.

During the second year of Okonkwo’s exile, Obierika brings
several bags of cowries (shells used as currency) to buy yams
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from Okonkwo. Obierika plans to continue to do so until

PL

Okonkwo returns to the village. Obierika also brings the bad
news that Abame, another village, has been destroyed by the

white man.

Soon afterward, six missionaries travel to Mbanta. Through
an interpreter named Mr. Kiaga, the missionaries’ leader, Mr.
Brown, speaks to the villagers. He tells them that their gods are
false and that worshipping more than one God is idolatrous. But
the villagers do not understand how the Holy Trinity can be
accepted as one God. Although his aim is to convert the resi-
dents of Umuofia to Christianity, Mr. Brown does not allow his
followers to antagonize the clan.

Mr. Brown grows ill and is soon replaced by Reverend James
Smith, an intolerant and strict man. The more zealous converts
are relieved to be free of Mr. Brown’s policy of restraint. One
such convert, Enoch, dares to unmask an egwugwu during the
annual ceremony to honor the earth deity, an act equivalent to
killing an ancestral spirit. The next day, the egwugwu burn
Enoch’s compound and Reverend Smith’s church to the ground.

The District Commissioner is upset by the burning of the
church and requests that the leaders of Umuofia meet with him.
Once they are gathered, however, the leaders are handcuffed
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