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Notes and queries on THINGS FALL APART 

 
I. Recommendation: among the materials handed out last year, I recommend the article by 

Charles R. Larson, “Okonkwo in his Time,” for a broad grasp on some on the background of 
the novel and its themes. 

 
II. Power, status, and the tragic hero 

 
A. Some questions that would apply to the texts of Shakespeare and Achebe would be: 
 

1. What types of power are exhibited in the work and who has them? What differences 
do you see in the extent and nature and power wielded by men versus women? 

2. Does the factor of gender affect the protagonist’s definition of power? What role do 
the female characters play relative to the protagonist’s ambition? 

3. What are some important markers of power or status in the society depicted in each 
text? 

4. What kind of power does the protagonist seek? How does he seek power? What is the 
result of the hunger for power each case? 

5. Do we sympathize with the protagonist? Does he in fact become a hero, a tragic hero 
in fact? Why or why not? 

 
B. Is Okonkwo a tragic hero? 
 

JSB’s comments on Aristotle’s criteria for the tragic protagonist were 
provocative. Both Macbeth and Okonkwo can be viewed as tragic characters. 

I am attaching a hand-out on Aristotle that might be helpful for you in discussing 
question #4 above. Key points to remember about the ideal tragic protagonist according 
to Aristotle: 

1. He is of noble birth 
2. He is “better than average,” but not perfect 
3. He commits a terrible mistake or error (and perhaps has a tendency to 

commit these mistakes, although the term “tragic flaw” oversimplifies 
and distorts Aristotle’s theory). 

4. This mistake brings about his reversal of fortune 
5. The reversal produces “pity and fear” and suchlike emotions 

You could ask your class if Okonkwo qualifies as a tragic hero (discuss and/or 
debate!) Okonkwo has achieved excellence in his society that is recognized; what is the 
nature of this excellence? What mistake or pattern of mistakes does he commit? 

 
The analogy to a Greek tragic hero is provocative. Okonkwo is described as “a man of 

action, a man of war.” He made me think of characters like Achilles and Ajax, warriors who ran 
into difficulties because their strict codes of honor, their self-reliance, and pride clashed with the 
values of their surrounding society. Larson writes that Okonkwo’s village “is the protagonist and 
Okonkwo simply the village’s representative.” In this way the fall of Okonkwo marks the 
passing of an age. He is unable to make the transition from the old tribal ways, which stressed 
physical strength and prowess, to the new ways that were influenced by European colonialism 
and the new (hypocritical?) sense of morality. 
 
 


