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WHGC Spring 1998         Vicky Baker 
 
Notes to Aid in Teaching Things Fall Apart 
 

The Author 
 
Chinua Achebe was born in 1930 as a member of the Ibo 
(or Igbo) ethnic group or tribe in Ogidi is the present 
Anambra State in Nigeria. He was raised by devout 
Christian parents. He got his higher education (BA) at what 
is now the University of Ibadan. He was Director of 
Extena1 Broadcasting is the Nigerian government before 
joining the Biafran Ministry of Information at the time or 
the civil war between secessionist Biafra (Iboland) and the 
rest of Nigeria in 1967. (That terrible civil war lasted for 
three years, during which time an estimated 500,000 to 
several million Ibos were massacred or died of starvation 
and disease.) After the civil war, Achebe became a 
voluntary exile and begun lecturing abroad (U Mass. At 
Amherst, U. Conn. at Torrs, and Dartmouth); he is 
presently Prof. of Languages and Literature at Bard 
College, a 4-year liberal arts college, in Annandale-on-Hudson, NY. He is married and 
has four children. 

Achebe has written 21 novels and several collections of short stories and poetry. 
He wrote Things Fall Apart (1958) at the mere age of 28, and followed it with two 
sequels featuring the descendants of Okonkwo: The Arrow of God (1964) in which he 
continues to underscore the failure of the British colonials to comprehend traditional 
tribal values, beliefs, and practices; and No Longer at Ease (1967) in which he goes into 
the corruption of the postcolonial Nigerian government that was a foreign structure 
imposed on the people.  

 
Note that the Ibo tribe—the tribe in Things Fall Apart and the one in which Achebe is a 
member—is among the most fiercely proud, ambitious, and ethnocentric tribes in Africa, 
exemplifying the rather atypical values of independence, individualism, and. competition. 
It is the third largest tribe in Nigeria (after the Hausa and the Yoruba); most of them are 
Christians. It is the only African tribe I have found with such an extremely extensive Web 
site, based in the U.S. (U. Texas). Check it out at http://www.lioness.cm.utexas.edu/igbo. 
Then click on to “Biafra” to see how extremely nationalistic the Ibo are, with a large 
contingent still hoping for a separatist state. See the article in this section titled, “The 
Promise that Was and Still Is Biafra,” headed by its own national flag. Maybe this idea 
cou1d be worked into our theme of HOPE. Even though Okonkwo’s world fell apart, the 
minority of Ibos have been able to survive and thrive through their own flexibility and 
adaptation skills. This was seen in the novel as well, where most of the villagers were not 
as inflexible as Okonkwo. 
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The Novel 
 
The Title. Students might be asked to read the poem by William Butler Yeats, “The 
Second Coming” (1921), from which the phrase “Things fall apart” is taken for the title 
of Achebe’s book. This poem is about the catastrophe of WWI with the threat of 
communism and fascism rising; it is an ominous view of the impending new world order. 
 
The Setting. The setting takes place in two Ibo villages in Nigeria over 10 years time: 
Umuofia for the first 3 years; the protagonist Okonkwo’s exile for 7 years in Mbanta, and 
the conclusion back in Umuofia. 
 
The Main Characters. 
Okonkwo – the domineering, masculine, conservative protagonist; a self-made man who 

has risen from poverty to a position of wealth and prestige. 
Unoka – Okonkwo’s father (has died before the novel begins); an un-ambitious musician 

who lived for the present. 
Nwoye — Okonkwo’s eldest son, who resembles his grandfather Unoka in being less 

ambitious, more emotional, hating cruelty and war; he definitely breaks with his 
father when he joins the Christian church. 

Ikemefuna – a youth who lives in Okonkwo’s household after being given to the village 
in reparation for crime; he becomes a close friend and role model for Nwoye; he is 
killed by Okonkwo under orders from Agbala, the Oracle of the Hills and Caves. 

Ekwefi – Okonkwo’s second wife and mother of Ezinma. 
Ezinma – Okonkwo’s daughter and favorite child. 
Obierika – a respected village elder and Okonkwo’s closest friend; a villager who is able 

to adapt to change. 
Maduka – Obierika’s son, a good young wrestler. 
Okagbue – village sage, who knows much of matters such as the ogbanje (a changeling 

child who repeatedly dies and returns to be reborn). 
Chielo – priestess of Agbala, the Oracle of the Hills and Caves. 
Ezeudu – village elder, who was a rich and important man in the village; he had taken 3 

of the 4 possible titles. At his burial, when shots were fired in salute, Okonkwo’s gun 
misfires, accidentally killing Ezeudu’s son. 

Uchendu – Okonkwo’s maternal uncle, who shelters him and his family during their 7-
year exile in Mbanta, 

 Rev. Brown and Rev. Smith – two British missionaries with different persona1ities and 
attitudes toward the natives. 

 District Commissioner – The British officer in charge of colonial government in the Ibo 
areas. 

 
Some General Questions or Exercises for Students. 

 
1. What do you think is one of the main ideas that Achebe wanted to get across in 

writing this novel? (That African peoples had a rich and complex cultural 
heritage before the advent of the colonial oppressors—who erroneously 
thought they were the first to “bring culture” to the savage heathens.) 
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2. What does “oral tradition” refer to? (The maintenance of cultural knowledge, 

including history, practices, beliefs— all the learned and shared traditions—by 
word of mouth, rather than through writing. This often was done through 
proverbs, fold tales, and epics sung by “griots” or praise-singers.) 

 
3. Select 3 proverbs found in the novel. Give the page number and your 

interpretation of the meaning of the proverbs. What does each tell us about Ibo 
values? 

 
4. Refer to an Ibo folk tale found in the novel. Summarize its meaning and tell how it 

reflects Ibo village values. 
 
5. Achebe seeks to restore the historicity of Ibo life and culture. Cite at least six 

elements of traditional West African culture that are illustrated in the novel. 
Examples: -use of proverbs and oral tradition; polygamy (plural wives); 
patrilocal residence (incoming wives live in their husband’s compound, in 
separate women’s huts, with their children; emphasis on ancestral spirits; 
decision and rules made by village consensus; formality in manners (e.g. the 
splitting of kola nuts); bride price and arranged marriages; disposal of twins; 
wealth paid in bags of cowrie shells; titles are earned by men denoting status and 
privilege; fear of capricious gods and magic; the art of conversation is regarded 
highly; traditional medicine in the form of herbs and roots; superstitious beliefs, 
e.g. never call a snake by its name at night, but rather a string (p.7).  

 
6. What are the signs or wealth in an Ibo village? Large compound, several wives, 

titles, a barnful of yams. The yam is at the center of the economic system, the king 
of crops, a man’s crop; at the Feast of the New Year, if your yams are rotting and 
dying, a man might commit suicide. The yam was the symbol of the culture’s 
productive forces. 

 
7. What functions does the market have in traditional village life? Goods are 

exchanged; it is a unit for measuring time; a place for communication and gossip; 
a visible symbol of economic power; a place where the spirits of the ancestors 
emerge from the ‘other’ world. 

 
8. What is Okonkwo’s attitude toward women? Manhood is only achieved through 

the exclusion of women. He is afraid of his feminine side. He has no scruples 
about beating his wives or ordering them about. He does adore his daughter, 
Ezinma, but only shows it on rare occasions. See the incident of Okonkwo’s 
distrust at the idea of Ogbuefi dying and his beloved wife dying shortly thereafter. 

 
9. Okonkwo is a man of courage, wrestling skill, manliness, and domination. What 

are his greatest fears? Fear of failure; fear of being perceived of as weak or 
feminine. 
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10. Define a) ethnocentrism and b) cultural relativism. a) The belief that one’s own 
culture is superior to others; b) the viewpoint that other cultures should only be 
judged according to their own norms and values, not by your own. Obierika’s elder 
brother speaks as a cultural relativist on pp. 73-74. What sentence best reflects this? 
“What is good in one place is bad in another.” What sentence spoken by Uchendu on 
p. 141 reflects cultural relativism? “What is good among one people is an 
abomination among other people.” 

 
11. What are some tenets of Ibo traditional religion that are revealed in the novel? 

Polytheism, cult of personal gods (chi), ancestor worship, use of oracles, interaction 
between the living and the dead. 

 
12. WHAT falls apart in the novel? Traditional African village culture; Okonkwo’s own 

life, due to his inflexibility and inability to accept a change in the old order. 
 

13. Give an example of Achebe’s use of irony in the novel. The District Commissioner 
tells the Umuofia elders, p. 194, “you joined together to molest others, to burn 
people’s houses and their places of worship. This must not happen in the domain of 
our queen.”—while the Queen’s nation ravaged traditional cultures in the name of 
colonial pacification. Also: The District Commissioner says Okonkwo’s story will 
take up a “reasonable paragraph,” while the reader has just finished a whole book 
on the complex story of Okonkwo.  

 
14. What elements of HOPE does the novel provide? The majority of the Ibo did not have 

Okonkwo’s inflexibility. They were flexible and adapted to change, eclectically taking 
the good elements from the European culture and striving to maintain some 
traditional core values. Today the Ibo are a proud and prospering tribe, more 
concerned with ethnic rivalry in their own country than with the negative legacy of 
colonialism.  

 
For those of you who would like some questions chapter by chapter, I offer a few—but without 
suggested answers: 
 
Chapter 1. 
Compare/contrast the characteristics between/among Unoka—Okonkwo—Nwoye. 
A famous line in the novel is: “Proverbs are the palm-oil with which words are eaten.” What 
does this line mean? 
 
Chapter 2. 
How does Achebe foreshadow Ikemefuna’s doom, even as he introduces him?  
In what ways is Okonkwo presented as unusual for his culture? 
 
Chapter 3. 
How does Okonkwo react to “the worst year in living memory”? 
 
Chapter 4. 
What is Okonkwo’s relationship with Ikemefuna like? 
What is the crime that causes Okonkwo to be reprimanded? 
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Chapter 5.  
Describe preparations for the New Yam Festival. What kind of woman is Ekwefi? 
 
Chapter 6. 
How do you think a high infant mortality rate can be linked to the ogbanje beliefs? 
What role does Chielo play in the village? 
 
Chapter 7. 
How does time village react to the coming of locusts? 
Why is Okonkwo asked not to take part in the killing of Ikemefuna? Why does he do it anyway? 
In addition to this event, what other occurrence goes against Nwoye’s more feminine character? 
 
Chapter 8. 
What is Okonkwo’s attitude toward his daughter Ezinma? 
The first mention of white man occurs in this chapter. Why did the natives think they had no 
toes? 
 
Chapter 9. 
Why does Ekwefi prize her daughter Ezinma so highly? 
How does the story of the ogbanje balance against the “throwing away” of twins? 
 
Chapter 10. 
V/hat seem to be time main functions of the egwuwu ceremony? 
How does the event of this chanter reveal that whole families are involved in marriage? 
 
Chapter 11. 
What values does the fable of the tortoise reflect? 
What does the incident involving the priestess of Agbala reflect about the values of the culture? 
 
Chapter 12. 
What are some of the items given as bride price? 
How is the importance of family emphasized in the engagement ceremony? 
 
Chapter 13. 
What are some elements of an Ibo funeral ceremony? 
Why is the accidental killing considered so serious? 
 
Chapter 14. 
Now, in the beginning of Part Two, things beam to fall apart. Explain.  
Okonkwo’s exile occurs at a crucial time of change in Umuofia, adding to its impact on him. 
Explain this statement.  
 
Chapter 15. 
How does the story of the destruction of Abame summarize the experience of colonization? 
What does the ‘iron horse” refer to? 
 
Chapter 16. 
Why do you think Nwoye has become a Christian? 
What is the first act of the missionaries that evokes a positive response in some of the Ibo? 
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Chapter 17. 
What kind of native person have the missionaries designated as their contact person? 
How does the granting to the missionaries of a plot in the Evil Forest backfire? 
 
Chapter 19  
What was Okonkwo’s reentry into Unuofia like? 
What does one of the speakers at the feast think is the main threat posed by Christianity? 
 
Chapter 20. 
What clashes in values are caused by the British courts? 
To what extent are Okonkwo’s hopes and dreams tied to the traditional way of life? 
 
Chapter 21. 
Why do some villagers who are not Christian converts welcome the British? 
How does Rev. Brown prove to be a perceptive missionary? 
 
Chapter 22. 
How is Rev. Smith different from Rev. Brown? 
What is the result of the black and white thinking of the former? 
 
Chapter 23. 
V/hat does the District Commissioner say is the motive for colonizing the Africans? 
 
Chapter 24. 
How would you interpret Okonkwo’s act of decapitating the messenger? 
 
Chapter 25. 
Why do you think Okonkwo kills himself? 
How does the last paragraph exemplify colonial values? 
Some useful Web sites:   
1. http://www.wsu.edu:8080/~brians/anglophone/achebe.html 
2. http://www.scholars.nus.edu.sg/landow/post/achebe/achebeov.html 
3. http://www.albany.edu/writers-inst/achebe.html 
4. http://www.sdcoe.k12.ca.us/score/things/thingsg2.html 
5. http://web.mit.edu/comm-forum/mit4/papers/greenberg.pdf 
 
 


