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Things Fall Apart/Section Day 
 

A brief addition to the background material already available… 

 

"The last four or five hundred years of European contact with Africa produced a body of literature 

that presented Africa in a very bad light and Africans in very lurid terms. The reason for this had 

to do with the need to justify the slave trade and slavery. … This continued until the Africans 

themselves, in the middle of the twentieth century, took into their own hands the telling of their 

story." (Chinua Achebe, "An African Voice") 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Igbo Information 

Location: Southeastern Nigeria 

Population: 8 million 

Language: Igbo (Kwa)  

Neighboring 

Peoples: 
Ibibio, Ijo, Ekoi, Igala, Idoma, Nupe 

Types of Art: 

Due to the diversity of the Igbo people, it is impossible to generalize about a 

pure Igbo art style, which has characteristically been representative of 

numerous geographical regions. It could be said, though, that most Igbo do 

carve and use masks, but the function of these masks vary from village to 

village. They are famous for Mbari architecture. 

History: 

It is believed that the Igbo originated in an area about 100 miles north of their 

current location at the confluence of the Niger and Benue Rivers. They share 

linguistic ties with their neighbors the Bini, Igala, Yoruba, and Idoma, with 

the split between them probably occurring between five and six thousand 

years ago. The first Igbo in the region may have moved onto the Awka-Orlu 

plateau between four and five thousand years ago, before the emergence of 

sedentary agricultural practices. As this early group expanded, so too did the 

Igbo kingdom. The earliest surviving Igbo art forms are from the 10th century 

(Igbo Ukwu), and the fine quality of those copper alloy castings suggest that 

Igbo society had already achieved a level of technology rivaling 

contemporary Europeans. 



Economy: 

The majority of Igbo are farmers. Their staple crop is yam, and its harvesting 

is a time for great celebration. They are able to produce yam efficiently 

enough to export it to their neighbors. With the assistance of migrant labor, 

they also harvest the fruit of the palm tree, which is processed into palm oil, 

and exported to Europe in large quantities, making it a fairly profitable cash 

crop. 

Political Systems: 

The Igbo are a politically fragmented group, with numerous divisions 

resulting from geographic differences. There are also various subgroups 

delineated in accordance with clan, lineage, and village affiliations. They 

have no centralized chieftaincy, hereditary aristocracy, or kingship customs, 

as can be found among their neighbors. Instead, the responsibility of 

leadership has traditionally been left to the village councils, which include the 

heads of lineages, elders, titled men, and men who have established 

themselves economically within the community. It is possible for an Igbo 

man, through personal success, to become the nominal leader of the council.  

Religion: 

As a result of regional and political fragmentation, which is mirrored in the 

several distinct languages traditionally spoken by the hundreds of different 

village groups, it would be reductionist to attempt to illustrate the traditional 

religious practices of the Igbo as a whole. Before the influence of Europeans 

and Christian missions, however, most Igbo practiced some form of ancestor 

worship, which held that in order to gain success in this world, one must 

appease of the spirits of the deceased. This might be accomplished in any 

number of ways. One of the primary ways of showing respect for the dead 

was through participation in the secret men's society, Mmo, which is the 

name used only in the northern part of Igbo land. In other parts, similar 

societies exist under different names. The second level of initiates was 

responsible for carrying out the funeral ceremonies for the deceased and 

inducting the departed spirits into the ebe mmo, so that they would no longer 

cause mischief in the village.  

 



 

 

William Butler Yeats: "The Second Coming" (1921) 

 

Turning and turning in the widening gyre (1) 

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;  

things fall apart; the center cannot hold; 

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,  

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere  

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;  

The best lack all conviction, while the worst 

Are full of passionate intensity. 

 

Surely some revelation is at hand; 

Surely the Second Coming (2) is at hand;  

The Second Coming! Hardly are those words out When a vast image out of Spiritus Mundi (3) 

Troubles my sight: somewhere in sands of the desert 

A shape with lion body and the head of a man, 

A gaze blank and pitiless as the sun, 

Is moving its slow thighs, while all about it 

Reel shadows of the indignant desert birds. 

The darkness drops again; but now I know  

That twenty centuries (4) 

of stony sleep  

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle, 

And what rough beast, its hour come round 

 

Notes: 

(1) Spiral, making the figure of a cone. 

(2) Second Coming refers to the promised return of Christ on Doomsday, the end of the world; but 

in Revelation 13 Doomsday is also marked by the appearance of a monstrous beast. 

(3) Spirit of the World.  

(4) 2,000 years; the creature has been held back since the birth of Christ. Yeats imagines that the 

great heritage of Western European civilization is collapsing, and that the world will be swept by 

a tide of savagery from the "uncivilized" portions of the globe. As you read this novel, try to 

understand how Achebe's work is in part an answer to this poem. (from Chinua Achebe: Things Fall 

Apart Study Guide, by Paul Brians, Department of English, Washington State University, Pullman 

99164-5020.) 

 

Ideas to use in class: 

 

Have students re-write key passages prior to discussing them: 

For example � 

In the novel's last paragraph, Achebe gives an ironic portrayal of the District Commissioner's 

derogatory view of Africa and African people.  I suspect that the majority of the students will be 

able to produce more than a summary.  It could be interesting to have them dissect their own 

ability to harness the power of language compared to Achebe’s. 



Section Day 

 

Debate #1 

 

Topic:  Public morality and private morality must necessarily be different for a successful ruler. 

 

Group size:   5 students. 

  Roles: 2 Pro 

   2 Con 

   1 Scribe 

 

Prize at stake:  1 batch of cookies 

 

Format �   Part I � supported from reading materials, one additional source mandatory 

  Introductory comments: 

   5 minutes Pro 

  Rebuttal  

   2 minutes Con 

 

  Primary Arguments: 

   5 minutes Con 

   2 minutes Pro 

 

  3 minutes prep 

 

  Summary of reading-supported arguments: 

   2 minutes Pro 

   2 minutes Con 

 

  

  Part II � Contemporary Example 

   3 minutes Con 

 

   3 minutes Pro 

 

  Part III � Class weighs in  

 

   Debaters respond to class comments and questions. 

 

  Part IV �  Winner determined.  

 


