STUDY GUIDE: THINGS FALL APART
The novel Things Fall Apart provides the reader with an insight into African culture, namely, that of Nigeria, the homeland of the author, Chinua Achebe.  As a child, Achebe encounters  both his native Ibo culture as well as Christianity; these two conflicting elements  provide a basis for the novel.  The novel’s title comes from a poem "The Second Coming" by William Butler Yeats, an English poet; its point is that history repeats itself in cycles, and often that repetition has to do with tradition:

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the center cannot hold;

  
Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere

The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity.

Surely some revelation is at hand;

Surely the Second Coming is at hand;

The Second Coming...

At the same time, Yeats believed that the world (after World War II) was about to encounter a period of savagery from the “uncivilized” portions, or countries, of the globe.    This novel will introduce you, the reader, to several African cultures (primarily the Ibo culture) while allowing you the opportunity to question the value of some of them.

The setting is Umuofia, an African village of the Ibo people.  The main character is Okonkwo, a young man whose father is dead, who is married with three wives and several children (polygamy is acceptable in African culture).  He is an intense man, driven by the need for success and achievement, yet disgusted by virtue, kindness, and tenderness.

The first chapters provide valuable insight into African culture and ritual:  Feast of the New Yam, the importance of spirits, the Oracle of the Hills and Caves, background about Okonkwo’s father, different myths of origin, the nature and meaning of the word “agbala.”  Agbala translated means “a woman” OR “a person who has no title.”  It is not intended to degrade women; however, it does show an attitude that manhoodin Ibo culture cannot reflect emotion, tenderness or any other such positive virtues. 


PART ONE

1. What are Okonkwo’s main characteristics depicted in chapter 1?  What characteristics of his father affect him so strongly?

2. Explain the  importance of the background information about these elements of the village you find out: spirits, yams, titles, kola, palm oil, cowry shells. Explain what you can about the kola nut ceremony and why proverbs are  important.

3. What are some superstitions of the people about night? about snakes?  What does this proverb mean: “When the moon is shining, the cripple becomes hungry for a walk.”

4. From what does Okonkwo drink his wine?  Of what crime is the village Mbaino guilty? How is justice brought forth?

5. Identify Nwoye.  What does Okonkwo think of him?  Why?  How does Okonkwo’s attitude and treatment affect him?

6. Explain the importance of these cultural elements:  Oracle of the Hills and Caves, agbala, obi, medicine house.

7. Explain the chi concept.  How does Unoka die?  Why wasn’t he buried?

8. Explain sharecropping and the significance of Nwakibie.

9. Discuss the meaning and irony of the proverb at the end of chapter 3.

10. Explain the incident with Osugo.  Show how Okonkwo has risen in stature in the village since his father’s death.  What further insights do we gain into the chi concept?

11. How did Okonkwo break the peace during the “Week of Peace?”  What was the penalty?  How was Okonkwo really lucky he hadn’t broken the peace at an earlier time?

12. What are the particulars involved in planting yams?  Note the role of women in this process.

13. In the novel’s first 4 chapters, list the themes you believe to be most prevalent.

14. What is the Feast of the New Yam?  What does Okonkwo think of feasts?  What are Okonkwo’s wives doing during the feast?

15. How does Ekwefi become Okonkwo’s wife?  Why does Okonkwo beat her?  Is there humor in this incident?

16. In chapter 5, when Ezinma and Obiageli bring food to their father, one can observe rules of Ibo etiquette.  Elaborate.

17. In chapter 6, why are silk-cotton trees sacred?

18. Explain the roles of Chielo, priestess of Agbala.

19. What influence does Ikemefuna have on Nwoye?  What stories does Okonkwo share with the boys?

20. How does the village react to the coming of the locusts?

21. Identify Ezeudu, his message and warning to Okonkwo. Okonkwo’s role in Ikemefuna’s death, and Obierika’s reaction to it.

22. Describe Nwoye’s reaction to Ikemefuna’s death and what it suggests about Ibo culture.

23. Describe funeral rites and bride-price customs.

24. How is the white man introduced into the novel at the end of chapter 8?  What is the significance?

25. Explain the West African tale of Mosquito.

26. Chapter 9 reveals some Ibo beliefs about medicine and children.  Clarify.   Why is Ekwefi so concerned about Ezinma?

27. Explain the attitude toward the egwugwu and the purpose of this ceremony in chapter 10.

28. What is the moral of the fable of the tortoise?  What values does it reflect?

29. What does the incident involving Chielo, the priestess of Agbala, reflect about the values of the culture?

30. In Chapter 12, how is the importance of family emphasized in the uri ceremony?

31. Describe the loose cow incident.

32. Chapter 13 presents a funeral ritual.  Describe.

33. What unusual event takes place at the end of the funeral?  What is the consequence?

34. As Part One ends, write down the names of Ibo rituals, myths, and proverbs you have learned about.

PARTS TWO AND THREE

35. How does going to Mbanta, Okonkwo’s mother’s village, change his life completely?  What does Achebe mean when he says, “...he had been cast out of his clan like a fish onto a dry, sandy beach, panting?”  How does Uncle Uchendu help Okonkwo?

36. What value is placed on premarital chastity in African culture?

37. What does Okonkwo learn from Obierika’s first visit?

38. What insights do we gain into the experience of colonization from chapter 15?  How do people in authority respond to Christianity in chapter 16?

39. What news does Obierika bring in his second visit two years later?  What are the real reasons Nwoye turns to Christianity?

40. What clever plan did the Ibo people have when they gave the “Evil Forest” to the missionaries?  What conclusion do they draw from the consequences?

41. Why does Nneka join the Christians?  Why does Nwoye leave his father, supposedly never to see him again?  What does Okonkwo conclude about Nwoye’s conversion?

42. In chapter 18, we are introduced to the concept of osu.  What is the conflict regarding them in the clan?  How do the missionaries respond to the osu?

43. Describe the significance of the holy python incident.

44. What is the importance of the exile farewell feast for Okonkwo?  Explain Uchendu’s proverb: “We are better than animals because we have kinsmen.  An animal rubs its itching flank against a tree, a man asks his kinsman to scratch him.”  What does Uchendu fear most about Christianity?

45. During his exile, how had Umuofia changed in Okonkwo’s eyes?

46. Clarify the positive influence of Mr. Brown.

47. Why does Nwoye take the name Isaac?  What does this change mean?

48. On this chart, list what each person or group has gained or lost as a result of the coming of the British.

	GAINED
	LOST

	Okonkwo


	

	Ibo people


	

	Missionaries

     Mr. Brown

     Rev. Smith
	


49. What does the final paragraph of Chapter 21 mean?

50. How is the Reverend Smith different from Mr. Brown?  What ultimately happens to his church, and why?

51. How does the District Commissioner trick and betray the Umuofians?  Discuss the results and importance of the town meeting. 

52. What is the irony of Okonkwo’s death?

53. What is the irony of the book the District Commissioner intends to write?

54. The following are appropriate questions to prepare for an essay exam:

a) Toward the end of chapter 20, Obierika comments to Okonkwo, “The white man is very clever.  He came quietly and peaceably with his religion.  We were amused at his foolishness and allowed him to stay.  Now he has won our brothers, and our clan can no longer act like one.  He has put a knife on the things that held us together and we have fallen apart.”  Later in chapter 21, the narrator describes Okonkwo’s thoughts: “He mourned for the clan, which he say breaking up and falling apart, and he mourned for the warlike men of Umuofia, who had so unaccountably become soft like women.”  Discuss the significance of these two quotations as they relate to the novel’s themes.

B) William Shakespeare’s protagonists often have ‘tragic flaws’ that lead ultimately to their downfall.  Likewise with Okonkwo.  What is his flaw, and why must be die?

C) Reread the last two pages of chapter 20 to absorb the wisdom of Obierika.  What is his attitude toward the British and the changes they have made?  What does he imply can be done about it?  If he were the leader instead of Okonkwo in the final confrontation with the white man, what might have happened?

D) Some critics say that Nigeria is the real protagonist in this story; others maintain it is Okonkwo.  Choose the position you think is more accurate and write your defense, using detail(s) from the story to convince your reader(s) that your conclusion is valid.

