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The last time I checked, I believe that there were more resources for Things Fall Apart in 

the faculty guide than any other text.  There is no shortage of ideas there or online to 

make for two good days of discussion.  Here are a few more to add to the heap: 

 

1.  I have had extremely fruitful discussions by beginning class by asking students to 

pretend that they were invisible anthropologists visiting Ibo in section one of the text.  

What basic observations (sans judgment) would you or Vicky Baker make?  What are the 

values of the village?  How would you describe family life?  What seems strange in the 

village?  What are the basic gender roles?  What is work life like?  Who has status in the 

village and who doesn’t?  And so on.  I write all of these observations on the board for 

reference later in the hour.  I also ask the critical question, “Would you want to live 

there?”   

 

Achebe has taken the time to describe this village before the arrival of the missionaries 

and it is important that he does so.  I think the knee-jerk reaction that many frosh have to 

this book is something along the lines of, “Well, this African village was so nice before 

the arrival of the ‘bad’ missionaries (section 1) and even worse colonizers (section 2).”  

But a close observation of the village would reveal that life in Ibo was no idyllic 

existence.  There were real problems before the outsiders came.  If one has the power to 

do so, it is ok to enforce or help another culture make changes to solve some of these 

problems?  What if they don’t see them as problems?   

 

2.  At this point, I usually ask the class to make some judgments on who generally has 

power in each of the sections of the book.  In particular, I want students to make 

distinctions between the missionaries (section 2) and the government (section 3).  Each 

has their own agenda.   

 

3.  It is worth asking here about the missionary killed in Abame (with the iron horse).  

What might he say about his death?  How would he write the story or his work/death?  

Students here will have particular opinions and judgments about this missionary that are 

worth exploring in depth.  

 

Two years ago Nate Anderson showed the great Senegalese movie Moolaade as part of 

his film series.  I wish that frosh would watch it in conjunction with a reaching of Achebe 

because it raises similar issues but puts us on the other side.  That is, Moolaade is about 

how village life in Africa is changing with regards to female genital mutilation.  Most 

viewers of the movie side with the idea that change does need to come (forced in the 

movie by the introduction of radios, visiting merchants, and the return of a native-born 

who recently received an education in Paris) and that the practice of female circumcision 

is an injustice that needs to stop.  It is worth explaining to students what female 

circumcision is and why it is done.  I then ask them that if they would support ridding 

African villages of the injustice of female circumcision, should they not also support the 



work of the missionaries in section two who welcome in the outcasts and twins?  Would 

we not be just like the missionaries if we attempted to foist our values upon an African 

village by telling them that they must stop female circumcision?  It’s something of an 

unfair question but it has always sparked great discussion and debate in the class.   

 

4.  It may be worth jumping to contemporary application at this point.  How would you 

write Things Fall Apart and make it a contemporary American story?  Who would be 

Okonkwo?  The colonists?  The missionaries?  The women? 

 

A few years ago I had the chance to be in Dhaka, Bangladesh and Jakarta, Indonesia—

both cities in Muslim cultures.  Because of jetlag, I would find myself watching lots of 

TV in my hotel in the middle of the night.  In addition to Bengali or Indonesian shows, 

TV stations there also run American programs that feature the sorts of things that seem to 

fascinate too many of us—Brittany Spears making out with Madonna at the Grammys, 

the release of Paris Hilton’s homemade porn, rock-and-roll excess, Family Guy vulgarity, 

material consumption—all peppered with commercials for McDonalds, shampoos that 

are sold using simulated orgasms (Herbal Essence shampoo), Coca-Cola and the like. 

 

I remember wondering how these Muslim people received this influx of Western 

influence on their culture.  If there are people in America who are offended by such 

things, how much more are folks in even more socially conservative cultures of Islam?   

 

So it is worth asking students about this, I think.  To what extent, because of our 

patronage of these things in our culture that we think are harmless, do we influence other 

cultures?  Is this the same thing as the clash of cultures that takes place in Things Fall 

Apart?  100 years ago it was the encroachment of the Church or governments that 

primarily caused cultures to change.  Now it seems to be business and economic factors.  

How are such culture clashes different or the same?  What do missionaries give/take 

away from a culture?  What do multi-national companies give/take away from a culture? 

 

5.  Other questions for discussion:  Describe Okonkwo.  How is he a hero?  How is he a 

tragic hero?  How does he exert control?  When and where is he in control of his own 

existence?  What elements of hope exist in the novel?  What are the themes of the novel?  

What is the “moral” of this story or its “central lesson”?  What falls apart in the novel?  

What is the opinion of the narrator?  What comparisons can be make between Okonkwo 

and Machiavelli or various characters in Julius Caesar?   

 

6. If you need it, here is an easy 5-question quiz to determine if folks have read for day 2: 

--Why was Okonkwo sent into exile? 

--True or False: Okonkwo never learned to appreciate his time in exile and regularly 

longed to return to his village. 

--What did the villagers of Abame do with the “iron horse” or bicycle of the white man 

they killed? 

--Where does the village allow the missionaries to build their church, a location that they 

were certain would doom their enterprise? 

--How does Okonkwo die? 



Answers:   

--His gun exploded and killed a boy during a funeral 

--True 

--Tied to tree 

--Evil forest 

--Hanged 

 

7. More questions culled from the web: 

1. The Ibo religious structure consists of chi--the personal god--and many other gods and goddesses. What 

advantages and disadvantages does such a religion provide when compared with your own?  

2. The text includes many original African terms and there is a glossary provided. Do you find that this 

lends atmospheric authenticity, thus bringing you closer to the work? Do you find it helpful?  

3. There is an issue here of fate versus personal control over destiny. For example, Okonkwo's father is 

sometimes held responsible for his own actions, while at other times he is referred to as ill-fated and a 

victim of evil-fortune. Which do you think Okonkwo believes is true? What do you think Achebe believes 

is true? What do you believe?  

4. The threads of the story are related in a circular fashion, as opposed to a conventional linear time pattern. 

What effect does this impose on the tale of Ikemefuma? What effect does it have on the story of Ezinma?  

5. The villagers believe--or pretend to believe--that the "Supreme Court" of the nine egwugwu are ancestral 

spirits. In fact, they are men of the village in disguise. What does this say about the nature of justice in 

general, and in this village in particular?  

6. Our own news media pre-programs us to view the kind of culture clash represented here as being purely 

racial in basis. Does Achebe's work impress as being primarily concerned with black versus white tensions? 

If not, what else is going on here?  

7. Certain aspects of the clan's religious practice, such as the mutilation of a dead child to prevent its spirit 

from returning, might impress us as being barbaric. Casting an honest eye on our own religious practices, 

which ones might appear barbaric or bizarre to an outsider?  

8. In an essay entitled "The Novelist as Teacher," Achebe states: "Here then is an adequate revolution for 

me to espouse--to help my society regain belief in itself and put away the complexes of the years of 

denigration and self-abasement" (Hopes and Impediments, p. 44). In what ways do you feel that this novel 

places Achebe closer to the fulfillment of this noble aspiration?  

9. Nature plays an integral role in the mythic and real life of the Ibo villagers, much more so than in our 

own society. Discuss ways in which their perception of animals--such as the cat, the locust, the python--

differ from your own, and how these different beliefs shape our behavior.  

10. The sacrifice of Ikemefuma could be seen as being a parallel to the crucifixion of Jesus. The event also 

raises a series of questions. Ikemefuma and the villagers that are left behind are told that he is "going 

home" (p. 58). Does this euphemism for dying contain truth for them? Do they believe they are doing him a 

favor? Why do they wait three years, him and Okonkwo's family to think of him as a member of the 

family? Finally, Okonkwo, "the father," allows the sacrifice to occur as God presumably allowed Christ's 

sacrifice, with no resistance. How can one accept this behavior and maintain love for the father or God?  



11. Of Ezinma, Okonkwo thinks: "She should have been a boy" (p. 64). Why is it necessary to the story that 

Okonkwo's most favored child be a girl?  

12. Of one of the goddesses, it is said: "It was not the same Chielo who sat with her in the market...Chielo 

was not a woman that night" (p. 106). What do you make of this culture where people can be both 

themselves and also assume other personas? Can you think of any parallels in your own world?  

13. There are many proverbs related during the course of the narrative. Recalling specific ones, what 

function do you perceive these proverbs as fulfilling in the life of the Ibo? What do you surmise Achebe's 

purpose to be in the inclusion of them here?  

14. While the traditional figure of Okonkwo can in no doubt be seen as the central figure in the tale, 

Achebe chooses to relate his story in the third person rather than the first person narrative style. What 

benefits does he reap by adopting this approach?  

15. Okonkwo rejects his father's way and is, in turn, rejected by Nwoye. Do you feel this pattern evolves 

inevitably through the nature of the father/son relationship? Or is there something more being here than 

mere generational conflict?  

16. The lives of Ikemefuma and Okonkwo can be deemed parallel to the extent that they both have fathers 

whose behavior is judged unacceptable. What do you think the contributing factors are to the divergent 

paths their fate takes them on as a result of their respective fathers' shadows?  

17. The title of the novel is derived from the William Butler Yeats poem entitled The Second Coming, 

concerned with the second coming of Christ. The completed line reads: "Things fall apart; the centre cannot 

hold." What layers of meaning are discernible when this completed line is applied to the story?  

Ideas for the section day: 

 

1. Have students write and perform a children’s version of Julius Caesar. 

2. Have students talk about power in a general way as it relates to Eckerd’s campus.  

That is, what are things that they don’t like about EC and who has power to 

change things here?  What might Machiavelli or characters from J.C. say about 

power on EC’s campus? 

3. Find a video of J.C. and show it.  Charlton Heston appears in the 1970 version but 

there was a PBS production made in the late 1970s that might be bearable. 

4. Expand on the lecture ideas of Bill Kelly and Art Skinner that may have been 

missed or can now be seen through the eyes of Machiavelli or J.C.  I brought up 

Arthur’s idea that the destruction of certain works of art is “not vandalism but, 

rather, acts of piety” the other day in class.  It produced a very good discussion.  

What is the difference between vandalism and piety in this case?  Is the 

destruction of the magnificent Buddha statues under the Taliban “piety”?  If 

someone hung up a picture of Hitler or Mohammed Atta in the classroom, would 

it be an act of vandalism or piety to tear it down?  Students really got into this 

discussion.   

5. Invite colleagues from Student Affairs (Health educator Whitney Wall or 

someone from CALA, etc) to visit class. 

6. Prepare students for frosh fly-up. 

 

 


