
10 February 2003  

 

To: WHGC Faculty From: Bill Felice  

Re: Achebe, Things Fall Apart  

The faculty study guide materials on Achebe are excellent. Particularly useful is the article by 

Charles Larson, "Okonkwo In His Time." Study questions on each chapter of Things Fall Apart 

are provided by Professor Vicki Baker and others. Prof. Baker's exercises and questions for 

students provide enough material to easily lead two classes on this important book.  

A possible approach to our two days on Achebe:  

Day One--focus on power in traditional IBG (IGBO) society.  

Day Two--focus on power from abroad (colonialism/imperialism/globalization) 
challenging traditional IBO society.  

1) Day One: Power in traditional Ibo society  

See attached handout from the study materials and Diana Fuguitt's notes for chapters 1 through 

13.  

2) Day Two: Power from abroad (colonialism/imperialism/globalization) challenging 

traditional IBO society  

a) Ethnic and Cultural Rights  

A major premise of Achebe's novel is that a person's character is rooted in the social fabric of his 

culture and community. Okonkwo loses his sense of self with the external changes wrought on 

his community by the English and the missionaries. A cash based economy replaces the old 

barter and trade system. By the end of the book, when these communal values have been so 

abruptly changed, Okonkwo can't cope, can't change with the time, and has nothing left to 

sustain his life. As Larson writes: "His roots have been severed from Mother Earth, his 

homeland, the strength of his community. And suicide-so unusual in the past in Africa but not so 

rare in the West-what could be a more ironic final act for the fallen hero, no longer at the center 

of his culture but removed to the margins?"  

Discuss: During this period of rapid economic and technological globalization, how is it possible 

to protect the diversity of the world's cultures?  

How can the varied norms of the numerous cultures of the world be taken seriously by the global 

community?  

 

 

 



b) Collective versus Individual Rights  

Some third world scholars assert that the Western concept of individual human rights 

does not apply to them. They argue that modern culture shows little respect for indigenous 

cultures. Many scholars point out that in traditional African society the individual and the group 

are complementary. In this context, rights are not part of each person just because they are 

human, but are contingent upon each individual's fulfillment of their obligations to the group  

Ifeani Menkiti explains this point as follows: "Personhood is the sort of thing which has 

to be attained and is attained in direct proportion as one participates in communal life through the 

discharge of various obligations defined by one's situations...[I]t is the community which defines 

the person... [P]ersons become persons only after a process of incorporation" (See Taking 

Suffering Seriously, p. 37).  

Discuss: How does the African sense of collective rights differ from the Western idea of 

individual rights? Should "power" reside with the individual or the community/group?  

c) Cultural Relativism  

Oknokwo seems to embody the "traditional Ibo man"-warrior, athlete, husband, and 

super-provider... "a man of action, a man of war." It is when Okonkwo forgets the collective 

whole (and acts in anger) that everyone suffers and the gods retaliate. The values and norms of 

the Ibo society at the beginning of the novel are seen in a positive light.  

Yet, the book also points out key problems in Ibo culture, in particular in the treatment of 

women. Okonkwo is abusive and cruel to his wives. So, on the one hand, Achebe wants us to see 

the strengths of Ibo cultural traditions while, on the other hand, also acknowledging the 

weakness of the culture.  

Discuss: Do values, norms and ideas of justice derive from the specific culture and 

survival needs of particular groups? If so, is there really such a thing as universal human rights? 

What if universal rights (such as women's human rights) conflict with local cultural traditions? 

How are these differences resolved?  

Prof. Abdullahi An-Na'im, for example, suggests the need for both internal cultural discourse 

and cross-cultural dialogue as a means for resolving conflicts between universal values and local 

cultural norms. Is such a process possible?  

 

 

d) Self-Determination 

 Achebe’s novel raises the issue of the right of self-determination for the Nigerian people 

(from colonialism and imperialism).  

Discuss: What is self-determination? Is it a useful concept in this era of rapid globalization and 

integration?  

 



Two ideas that may help this discussion:  

External self-determination is concerned with the international status of a people. It involves 

the recognition that a people has the right to constitute itself as a nation-state, or to integrate into, 

or federate with, an existing state. It embodies the right of all peoples to freedom from foreign, 

colonial, or racist domination.  

Internal self-determination is concerned with the right of a people to freely choose its own 

political, economic and social system. Democracy is thus encompassed within the concept of 

internal self-determination.  

 

e) The continuing agony of Nigeria today  

The negative impact of economic globalization on the people of Nigeria. The tragic 

hanging of environmental activist Ken Saro Wiwa.  

Ken Saro Wiwa was an environmental activist in Nigeria. The former Nigerian dictatorship had 

him hung in an attempt to silence his organizing to protect his people. His crime was protesting 

the oil development in his native Ogoni lands. (See "Dying for Oil: Killing the Land Means 

Killing the People," World Watch, v 9 no 3, May/June 1996, 10-26).  


