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GETTING A SENSE OF THE WHOLE
A First Response to the Novel – Exploratory Writing
❚❚ On your own, write two or three paragraphs about the novel. This is writing for you, to capture
your first response to what you have read: what you liked (or didn’t like), your response to the
themes explored, the characters and the style of writing.
❚❚ Review your exploratory writing and pull out one or two ideas (or questions) to share in class
discussion.

Cover Images
❚❚ Included here are six different covers used for the novel.
❚❚ In pairs, talk about the angle each gives on the novel. Which elements are foregrounded? Which
elements are marginalised?
❚❚ Choose the cover you think most effectively captures the essence of the novel and be ready to
explain why.
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THE ROLE AND IMPORTANCE OF OTHER
CHARACTERS
Character Map
The character map on page 11 shows some of the characters who play a significant role in the
novel.
❚❚ Working in pairs, begin by adding information about the characters and their connection with
Okonkwo, for example, ‘Okonkwo accidentally kills his son’.
❚❚ Now add the following characters to the diagram. Think about where you would place them and
why. What influence or connection do they have with Okonkwo?

The colonisers:

The first converts:

࢝࢝ Mr Kiaga (the interpreter)

࢝࢝ Enoch

࢝࢝ Rev. Smith

࢝࢝ The osu (outcasts)

࢝࢝ Mr. Brown

࢝࢝ Nneka (pregnant woman)

࢝࢝ District Commissioner

࢝࢝ Nwoye/Isaac

Role of Characters
❚❚ On your own, jot down your views of the following characters.
࢝࢝ The District Commissioner
࢝࢝ Ekwefi
࢝࢝ Ezinma
࢝࢝ Nwoye
࢝࢝ Chielo (the priestess)
࢝࢝ Rev. Smith.
❚❚ Briefly share your ideas, then discuss the role each of these characters plays. For example:
࢝࢝ Illustrates something about the main character, Okonkwo
࢝࢝ Illustrates a particular idea or theme
࢝࢝ Acts as a foil/contrast to another character
࢝࢝ Is vital to the plot
࢝࢝ Represents a type or a stock character
࢝࢝ Is used to denounce or criticise an idea or attitude
࢝࢝ Evokes particular emotions in the reader, e.g. pity, outrage
࢝࢝ Something else.

❚❚ Choose one of the characters and think about what would be lost if this character had not been
included in the novel.
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THE STYLE OF THINGS FALL APART
❚❚ Working in pairs, flick through the novel, stopping at a page which you think is stylistically
interesting.
❚❚ Begin by writing down in one or two sentences what particularly strikes you about the style of
this passage. Are these pages typical of the novel? Or do they stand out as being stylistically
different?
❚❚ Analyse more closely the style of your chosen pages and the effects Achebe achieves. As part of
your discussion, think about how the following are used:
࢝࢝ Figurative language
࢝࢝ Songs and music
࢝࢝ Use of Igbo words
࢝࢝ Motifs (recurring symbols and phrases)
࢝࢝ Igbo proverbs
࢝࢝ Embedded narratives – myths and stories.

❚❚ Now look at what some critics have said about the style of the novel (page 21). Identify any points
which apply to the section you are looking at.
❚❚ Prepare a short presentation on the style of your page(s), to share with the class.
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Areas for Exploration
Beliefs & Customs

Possible Areas of Exploration

Justice

The story of Ikemefuna’s arrival (Chapter 2)
Ikemefuna’s death (Chapter 7)
Okonkwo’s breaking of peace during the Week of Peace (Chapter 4)
The trial of Mgbafo, the woman who has left her husband/the role of
the egwuwgwu (Chapter 10)
The accidental shooting of Ezeudu’s son and Okonkwo’s exile
(Chapter 13)

Marriage

The bride price ceremony (Akueke and Ibe) (Chapter 8)
Uri ceremony (bride price ceremony continued) (Chapter 12)

Deaths and
Burials

Unoka’s burial in the Evil Forest (Chapter 3)
Burial of twins in the Evil Forest (Chapter 7)
The death of Ogbuefi Ndulue and his wife (Chapter 8)
Burial of the ogbanje child/iyi-uwa stone (Chapter 9)
The announcement of Ezeudu’s death (Chapter 13)
Okonkwo’s death (Chapter 25)

The Week of
Peace and The
Feast of the
New Yam

The Week of Peace (Chapter 4)

The role of the
Oracle and the
Priestess

The role of the Oracle, Agbala (Chapter 2)

Religion:
references to
the Gods and
the Chi

Reference to Unoka’s chi (Chapter 3)

Hierarchy in
the Igbo tribe

Role and importance of the egwugwu

The Feast of the New Yam (Chapter 5/6)

Unoka’s visit to Chielo (Chapter 3)
The role of the priestess, Chielo (Chapter 11)

Contrasting reference to Okonkwo’s chi (Chapters 4 and 14)
References to different gods and goddesses throughout the novel
e.g. Ani (the earth goddess); Chukwu

Importance of titles/status
Reference to efulefu (worthless men) (Chapter 16)
The treatment of the Osu or outcasts (Chapter 18)
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A Critical Analysis
Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart is the most
well-known African literary work to have come out
of Africa in the last forty years. Set among the Igbo
people of South Eastern Nigeria, it tells the story of
Okonkwo, a member of the Umuofia clan and his
rise from humble beginnings to become one of the
lords of the clan. It also follows his gradual alienation
from the clan, firstly due to the inadvertent shooting
of a young boy at a funeral, for which he is exiled for
seven years; and secondly because of the slow but
inescapable process by which the clan begins to move
away from the codes of heroism for which Okonkwo
had been rewarded in the past.
There are many ways of reading Things Fall
Apart. The first, and perhaps most obvious, is as a
testament to the vitality of a traditional African way
of life which is progressively usurped by contact with
a foreign culture (represented here by the Christian
church and the British administration in the person
of the District Commissioner). In this reading the
many rich references tell of an incredibly coherent
culture underpinned by stable values and institutions.
Thus the descriptions of festivals and feast days, the
giving and taking of wives, the hunting of locusts
before the harvest, and the many stories that are told
by the characters all serve as a form of induction into
the universe of these African characters. The many
proverbs that litter the novel are instrumental in
conveying us rapidly into this world:
Whenever you see a toad jumping in broad
daylight, then you know that something is after
its life.
Looking at a king’s mouth, one would think he
never sucked at his mother’s breast.
Proverbs are the palm-oil with which words are
eaten.

Following the logic of this reading, the encounter,
first with Christianity, and then with the British
administration, marks the tragic ending of this
coherent world when the things that held the people
of Umuofia together are disrupted and the clan falls
apart.
This romanticised reading, however, ignores a
number of subtle signals provided in the novel that
suggest that, like all historically viable communities,
this African clan is riddled with contradictions. The
most significant contradiction is that of the secondary
status given to osus, persons specially dedicated
to the gods. The convention of setting aside osus is
one that serves to demarcate a zone of the sacred
within the clan. Unfortunately, the ‘sacred’ is also a
means by which social hierarchies are constituted
and naturalised. Thus the osus are not allowed to

mix with the freeborn or to marry them. They are
also not allowed to draw from the communal river
at the same time as the freeborn. This class of second
class citizens become the most vociferous converts to
Christianity and, in fact, Enoch, one of their number,
causes a major sacrilege by unmasking the egwugwu,
a masked spirit of the clan. Thus we find that with the
introduction of new ideas of meritocracy based upon
a Christian ethic, the already existing schisms in the
clan are exacerbated.
Perhaps an even more subtle contradiction is the
status of the aesthetic domain in the life of the clan
(the appreciation of art and beauty). This is best seen
in the case of Unoka, the lazy father of Okonkwo,
who does not work on the land and thus becomes an
economic failure, not being able to provide for his
family. Instead, he prefers to spend his time playing
the flute and heralding the coming and going of
the birds. He is also a master at proverbs and often
joins embassies to other clans for peace and other
negotiations. Unoka falls ill with an unnameable
disease and is cast out into the Evil Forest, the place
where people with unknown diseases are left to die.
Unoka takes his flute with him. Okonkwo despises
him, and it is partly because he does not want ever to
be identified with his father that he adopts an ultramasculinist code of action.
However, what Unoka represents, but which is
cleverly concealed in the background to the novel, is
a certain art-for-art’s sake ideal, an artistic impulse
that appears detached from any direct instrumental
value, and yet harbours an important ethical principle
nonetheless. It is the principle of individualism
that stands in opposition to the dominant modes
of existence of the clan, adopting a standpoint of
aesthetic behaviour that courts difference and even
disaster.
This is not to suggest that the clan did not exercise
an aesthetic sensibility; throughout the novel there is
much evidence of a highly elaborate aesthetic sense.
And yet, at all times, the clan’s aesthetic sensibility
is connected to the affirmation of communal values
and of well-tested modes of social validation. It is
only much later that we find that there is an echo of
Unoka’s individualistic artistic impulse in the songs
that the Christians sing. Their songs, proclaiming a
new brotherhood in Christ, are in English, a language
that is incomprehensible to the clansmen to whom
they sing. But the songs touch a chord and ultimately
lead to the conversion of Nwoye, Okonkwo’s firstborn son. The irony of his conversion is not to be
missed; much to his father’s displeasure he had
always been interested in listening to folk-tales of the
trickster tortoise and other animals, as opposed to
the stories of masculine adventure and war that his
father insisted on telling him. When Nwoye hears the
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Revising the Novel – Roll the Dice!

You can use this activity to help you revise the novel whether working on your own, in pairs or in
groups.
❚❚ Choose a number, roll a dice and talk or write about the corresponding element.

Quick Revision Dice
1. Who are the main characters?
2. What happens in the story?
3. When does the story take place?
4. Why does conflict occur?
5. How does the story end?
6. Where does the story take place?

Key Aspects Dice
1. Characters
2. Plot
3. Conflict
4. Rising Action
5. Climax
6. Resolution

Taking Your Thinking Further Dice
1. Compare and contrast two characters.
2. Connect the themes in this work to other works you have read.
3. Discuss the role and importance of symbols.
4. Introduce a critical view you find illuminating – or which you want to dispute.
5. How effective/appropriate is the ending?
6. Debate whether or not this is a tragedy.
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