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INTRODUCTION: A
LANDMARK IN
AFRICAN
LITERATURE

When  discussing  the
c a n o n  o f  w o r l d
literature,  few  works
command  as  much
respect  and  enduring
relevance  as  Things
Fall  Apart  Novel  By
Ch inua  Achebe .
Published in 1958, this
seminal  work  broke
n e w  g r o u n d  b y
presenting  African
history  and  culture
from  an  authentic,

internal  perspective,
c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e
colonial narratives that
had  long  dominated
Western  storytelling.
Achebe’s  masterpiece
is not merely a story; it
i s  a  p r o f o u n d
exploration of identity,
change,  and  human
tragedy set within the
vibrant  society  of  the
Igbo  people  in  pre-
colonial  Nigeria.  The
novel’s  title,  taken
from W.B. Yeats’ poem
“The Second Coming,”
foreshadows  a  world
turned upside down – a
theme  that  resonates
as strongly today as it
did six decades ago.
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For anyone seeking to
u n d e r s t a n d  t h e
c o m p l e x i t i e s  o f
colonialism’s impact on
indigenous cultures, or
simply  looking  for  a
compell ing,  mult i-
layered  narrative,
Things  Fall  Apart
Novel  By  Chinua
Achebe  remains  an
essential  read.  I ts
influence  extends  far
beyond  academic
c i rc les ,  insp i r ing
generations  of  writers
and thinkers across the
African  continent  and
the globe.  This  article
will  delve  into  every
facet of the novel, from
its  historical  context
and  unforgettable
c h a r a c t e r s  t o  i t s
enduring  themes  and
literary  significance,
offering  both  new
readers  and  seasoned
s c h o l a r s  a
c o m p r e h e n s i v e
understanding  of  why
this  work  remains  a

cornerstone of modern
fiction.

HISTORICAL AND
CULTURAL
BACKGROUND

The
Colonial
Context
To  fully  appreciate
Things  Fall  Apart
Novel  By  Chinua
Achebe, one must first
understand the literary
a n d  h i s t o r i c a l
landscape into which it
was  born.  Pr ior  to
Achebe, many Western
portrayals  of  Africa
were  r idd led  wi th
stereotypes,  often
depicting the continent
as  a  dark,  primitive
p l a c e  i n  n e e d  o f
civilizing.  Authors  like
Joseph Conrad in Heart
of Darkness  presented
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a version of Africa seen
through a colonial lens.
Achebe set out to write
a  counter-narrative,
one  where  Africans
spoke  for  themselves,
where  their  customs,
bel iefs,  and  social
s t r u c t u r e s  w e r e
depicted  with  nuance
and dignity.
The novel is set in the
l a t e  n i n e t e e n t h
century, at the dawn of
British  colonial  rule  in
what  is  now  Nigeria.
M i s s i ona r i es  and
administrators  were
beginning to penetrate
the  interior,  bringing
w i t h  t h e m  a  n e w
r e l i g i o n ,  a  n e w
government,  and  a
new  way  of  life  that
wou ld  u l t imate l y
dismantle  traditional
Igbo  society.  Achebe
does  not  romanticize
pre-colonial  life;  he
p r e s e n t s  i t  a s  a
dynamic,  sometimes
harsh,  but  deeply

human  wor ld .  The
a r r i v a l  o f  t h e
E u r o p e a n s  i s  n o t
p o r t r a y e d  a s  a n
invasion of utopia, but
as a clash between two
very  different  systems
of  order  –  one  flexible
and  oral,  the  other
rigid  and  written.

Igbo
Society
and Oral
Tradition
Achebe’s  int imate
knowledge  of  Igbo
culture, drawn from his
own  upbr inging  in
Ogidi,  infuses  every
page of the novel. The
reader is introduced to
a society governed by
complex  systems  of
justice,  religion,  and
social  hierarchy.  The
Igbo  people  in  the
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n o v e l  w o r s h i p  a
pantheon of  gods,  led
by  the  supreme  deity
Chukwu,  and  they
communicate  with  the
spirit  world  through
oracles, ancestors, and
masked  egwugwu
figures.  Land,  lineage,
and titles are central to
identity. The novel also
h i g h l i g h t s  t h e
importance  of  oral
tradition:  proverbs,
folktales,  and  songs
carry  the  wisdom  of
the  elders  and  are
woven seamlessly into
the narrative.
By grounding the story
in  authentic  cultural
details  –  such  as  the
Week  of  Peace,  the
New Yam Festival, and
the  wrestling  matches
that  bring  honor  to
v i l lages  –  Achebe
demonstrates  that
African  societies  had
t h e i r  o w n  r i c h ,
functional  civilizations
long before the arrival

of  Europeans.  This
authenticity  is  one  of
t h e  r e a s o n s  w h y
Things  Fall  Apart
Novel  By  Chinua
Achebe  remains  a
t o u c h s t o n e  f o r
postcolonial studies.

PLOT OVERVIEW:
THE LIFE AND FALL
OF OKONKWO

T h e  n a r r a t i v e  o f
Things  Fall  Apart
Novel  By  Chinua
Achebe  follows  the
tragic  trajectory  of  its
protagonist,  Okonkwo.
The  novel  is  divided
into  three  parts,  each
marking  a  dist inct
phase  in  his  personal
journey  and  in  the
l a r g e r  s o c i e t a l
upheaval.
Part One introduces us
to Okonkwo as a man
driven  by  an  intense
fear  of  weakness  and
failure.  His  father,
Unoka, was considered
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lazy  and  effeminate,
dy ing  in  debt  and
shame. Okonkwo vows
to  be  everything  his
f a t h e r  w a s  n o t  –
wealthy,  respected,
fierce.  Through  hard
work and prowess as a
wrestler  and  warrior,
he  rises  to  become a
respected leader in the
village  of  Umuofia.  He
earns  t it les,  takes
multiple  wives,  and
cultivates  yam  farms,
the  staple  of  wealth.
Yet his rigid adherence
t o  t h e  i d e a l s  o f
masculinity makes him
emotionally  repressed
and sometimes brutal.
He  beats  his  wives,
favors  his  daughter
Ezinma  over  his  son
N w o y e  ( w h o m  h e
considers  weak),  and
even  participates  in
the  ritual  murder  of
I kemefuna ,  a  boy
placed  in  his  care,
despite a warning from
h i s  c l o s e  f r i e n d

Obierika.
Part  Two  shifts  the
focus  to  Okonkwo’s
seven-year exile in his
mother’s  homeland,
Mbanta.  This  exile  is
the consequence of an
acc identa l  cr ime:
du r ing  a  fune ra l ,
O k o n k w o ’ s  g u n
explodes  and  kills  a
boy, an act considered
a  female  crime  (an
abomination  against
the earth goddess).  In
Mbanta ,  Okonkwo
begins  with  nothing
and slowly rebuilds his
life, but he is restless.
More  important ly,
during his absence, the
white missionaries and
colonial  authorities
begin  to  make  their
presence  felt.  His  son
Nwoye is drawn to the
new religion, seeing in
it  an  escape from his
father’s  oppressive
expectations  and  a
place  for  outcasts.
When  Okonkwo  hears
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t h a t  N w o y e  h a s
converted,  he disowns
him,  severing  their
r e l a t i o n s h i p
permanently.
Par t  Three  br ings
O k o n k w o  b a c k  t o
Umuofia, only to find it
transformed  beyond
recognition.  Christian
converts have grown in
number  and  boldness.
T h e  c o l o n i a l
administration  has
established a court and
a  prison,  undermining
the  authority  of  the
traditional  elders  and
the  egwugwu  system.
Okonkwo,  convinced
that  violence  is  the
only  solution,  leads  a
small group to destroy
the  local  church.  In
response,  the  District
Commissioner  arrests
and  humiliates  the
village  leaders.  When
they  are  released,
O k o n k w o  k i l l s  a
messenger sent by the
commissioner to break

up a village meeting –
a  final  act  of  defiance.
But  when  he  realizes
that his clan will not go
to war, Okonkwo hangs
himself,  committing
the  worst  possible
abomination  in  Igbo
culture and sealing his
tragic fate.

KEY CHARACTERS
AND THEIR ROLES

Okonkwo:
The
Tragic
Hero
Okonkwo  is  one  of
l i te ra ture ’ s  most
u n f o r g e t t a b l e
characters. He is not a
villain nor a saint; he is
a man caught between
his own nature and the
changing world around
him. Aristotle’s concept



Things Fall Apart Novel By Chinua Achebe 7

7

of  the  tragic  hero  fits
Okonkwo well: he is of
h i g h  s t a t u s ,  n o t
entirely  good  or  bad,
and  his  downfall  is
brought  about  by  a
fatal flaw (hamartia). In
Okonkwo’s  case,  his
flaw  is  an  excessive
fear of appearing weak
or  feminine,  which
drives  him  to  violent
and rash decisions. His
inability  to  adapt,  to
show compassion, or to
accept  that  the  old
ways  are  crumbling
leads  to  his  isolation
and  ult imately  his
suicide.  Achebe  treats
O k o n k w o  w i t h
sympathy  but  also
critique,  showing  how
h i s  m a s c u l i n i t y
becomes  a  prison.

Obierika:

The Voice
of Reason
Obierika  serves  as  a
foil to Okonkwo. He is a
successful  man  in  his
o w n  r i g h t  b u t
t h o u g h t f u l  a n d
int rospect ive .  He
questions the justice of
the  clan’s  customs,
such as the treatment
of  twins  (who are left
to die in the forest) and
the  exile  of  Okonkwo
for  an  unintentional
c r i m e .  O b i e r i k a
r e p r e s e n t s  t h e
possibility  of  change
and  adaptation.  He  is
the  one  who,  at  the
end  o f  t he  nove l ,
reflects  on  the  tragedy
of  Okonkwo’s  death
and the irony that the
man  he  considered
great will  be denied a
proper  burial  because
of his suicide.
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Nwoye /
Isaac:
The
Bridge
Between
Worlds
Okonkwo’s  eldest  son,
Nwoye ,  i s  deep l y
sensitive and longs for
his  father’s  approval
but  cannot  fit  into  the
harsh  mold  of  Igbo
mascul in i ty.  He  is
drawn to the Christian
missionaries  because
they  offer  a  message
o f  h o p e  f o r  t h e
outcasts  –  including
twins,  outcasts,  and
women. His conversion
is  a  devastating  blow
to Okonkwo, but it also
s y m b o l i z e s  t h e
younger  generation’s

search for identity in a
f r a c t u r e d  w o r l d .
Nwoye’s story is not a
simple act of betrayal;
i t  i s  a  c o m p l e x
response  to  both  his
father’s  emotional
brutality and the allure
of  a  new  order  that
promises belonging.

Ezinma:
The
Beloved
Daughter
Ezinma  is  Okonkwo’s
favorite child, arguably
because she possesses
the  firmness  and  will
that he wishes his sons
had. She is perceptive
and  caring,  and  she
understands her father
better  than most.  Her
re la t ionsh ip  w i th
Okonkwo is one of the
novel’s  few  tender
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moments. Achebe uses
Ezinma to highlight the
roles of women in Igbo
society  –  though  they
a r e  o f t e n  v a l u e d
primarily as wives and
mothers,  they  also
exert  significant
influence  in  domestic
and  spiritual  realms.
Okonkwo’s affection for
her  also  underscores
the  tragic  irony  that
the child he loves most
is female, contradicting
his own rigid notions of
gender.

THEMES AND
ANALYSIS

Colonialis
m and
Cultural
Disintegr

ation
The  central  theme  of
Things  Fall  Apart
Novel  By  Chinua
Achebe is the collision
between Igbo tradition
a n d  E u r o p e a n
colonialism.  Achebe
d o e s  n o t  p o r t r a y
co lon ia l i sm  as  an
uplifting force; instead,
h e  s h o w s  i t s
destructive  effect  on
social structures, belief
systems, and individual
lives. The missionaries
are  not  purely  evil  –
some  are  sincere  in
their  faith  –  but  their
arrival  is  relentless,
and they often exploit
divisions  within  the
Igbo  community.  The
court  system,  with  its
disregard  for  local
customs,  humiliates
t h e  e l d e r s  a n d
u n d e r m i n e s  t h e
authority  of  the  clan.
The  novel  makes  it
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clear  that  the  fall  of
Umuofia  is  not  merely
a military defeat, but a
psychological  and
spiritual  collapse.

Masculini
ty and
the Fear
of
Weaknes
s
Okonkwo ’s  l i f e  i s
d o m i n a t e d  b y  a
desperate  need  to  be
seen  as  strong.  He
internalizes  the  Igbo
ideal  of  manliness  to
an  extreme  degree,
rejecting  anything  he
a s s o c i a t e s  w i t h
femininity  –  emotion,
a r t ,  nego t i a t i on ,
compassion.  This  fear

drives  him  to  commit
acts  of  violence,  such
as  beating  his  wives
and  killing  Ikemefuna
partly  to  prove  his
toughness.  Yet  the
novel  shows  that  this
version  of  masculinity
i s  u l t i m a t e l y
u n s u s t a i n a b l e .
Okonkwo’s suicide, the
most  shameful  death
f o r  a  m a n  i n  I g b o
culture, is the ultimate
failure of his rigid code.
Achebe invites readers
to  question  whether
s t reng th  w i thou t
flexibility,  love,  or  self-
reflection  is  truly
strength  at  all.

The Role
of
Religion
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and
Prophecy
Religion  permeates
every aspect of life in
Umuofia.  The  gods,
ancestors,  and oracles
are  consu l ted  fo r
guidance,  and  rituals
gove rn  p l an t i ng ,
warfare,  and  personal
c o n d u c t .  T h e
missionaries  bring  a
religion  that  offers
personal salvation and
universal  love  –  but
a lso  demands  the
rejection  of  the  old
gods.  Achebe  shows
that both systems have
their  strengths  and
weaknesses.  The  Igbo
religion  can be  harsh,
especia l ly  toward
o u t c a s t s ,  b u t  i t
provides  a  sense  of
order  and  belonging.
Christianity,  while
we lcoming  to  the
downtrodden,  also

serves  as  a  tool  of
cultural  erasure.  The
t i t le  o f  the  nove l ,
drawn  from  Yeats,
sugges t s  a  wo r l d
spiraling  into  chaos
when  the  old  order
breaks  and  the  new
order  has  no t  ye t
established harmony.

Language
and Oral
Tradition
Achebe uses language
masterfully,  weaving
Igbo  proverbs  and
idioms into the English
text.  This  technique
preserves  the  flavor  of
oral  storytelling  while
m a k i n g  t h e  w o r k
accessible  to  a  global
a u d i e n c e .  T h e
narrative  voice  often
sounds  like  a  village
elder recounting a tale,
w h i c h  l e n d s
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au then t i c i t y  and
rhythm.  The  use  of
proverbs—such  as  “A
man who pays respect
to the great paves the
w a y  f o r  h i s  o w n
g r e a t n e s s ” — g i v e s
i n s i g h t  i n t o  I g b o
philosophy and values.
Achebe’s  style  itself
becomes  a  theme:  it
shows that a story can
be told in one language
while carrying the soul
of another.

LITERARY
SIGNIFICANCE AND
LEGACY

Foundatio
nal Work
of African
Literature
Before  Things  Fall
A p a r t  N o v e l  B y
Ch inua  Achebe ,

African writers had few
p l a t f o r m s  o r
precedents  for  writing
a b o u t  t h e i r  o w n
cultures in a form that
w o u l d  b e  t a k e n
seriously by the world.
The novel  opened the
door  for  countless
authors,  including
Chimamanda  Ngozi
Adichie,  Ngũgĩ  wa
Thiong’o, and Ben Okri.
It  is  now  studied  in
universities  worldwide,
not  only  in  literature
departments  but  also
i n  h i s t o r y ,
anthropology,  and
postcolonial  studies.
Achebe’s  decision  to
write  in  English,  while
controversial,  allowed
the  novel  to  reach  a
global  audience  and
become  a  too l  fo r
challenging  colonial
stereotypes.
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Critical
Reception
and
Controver

sies

Over  the  years,  the
novel has been praised
f o r  i t s  n u a n c e d
p o r t r a y a l  o f  p r e -
colonial African life and
i t s  c r i t i q u e  o f
colonialism.  However,
some  cr i t i cs  have
n o t e d  t h a t  t h e
por t raya l  o f  I gbo
women  is  l imited


