Proverbs In Things Fall Apart And Their
Meanings
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Proverbs in Things Fall Apart and Their Meanings

Chinua Achebe’s novel "Things Fall Apart" is not just a story about the life
of Okonkwo, a proud Igbo leader, but also a rich tapestry of Igbo culture,
traditions, and values. Central to this narrative are the proverbs that
punctuate the dialogue and thoughts of the characters. Proverbs serve as a
means of communication that encapsulates wisdom, advice, and cultural
heritage. They are integral to the way characters express their thoughts,
share their experiences, and convey their emotions. This article delves into
the significance of proverbs in "Things Fall Apart," exploring their
meanings, cultural relevance, and how they reflect the societal values of the
Igbo community.

Understanding Proverbs in Igbo Culture

Proverbs are succinct expressions that convey deeper truths, often
encapsulating lessons learned through experience. In Igbo culture, proverbs
are not merely decorative; they are foundational to the way people
communicate. They are used to educate, persuade, and even entertain. Their
use signifies wisdom and intelligence, as they require both understanding and
articulation to appreciate fully.

Some characteristics of Igbo proverbs include:



- Conciseness: Proverbs are often brief but loaded with meaning.

- Imagery: They employ vivid images that make the underlying message
relatable.

- Cultural Context: Many proverbs are rooted in the customs, traditions, and
daily life of the Igbo people.

- Moral Lessons: They often convey moral lessons or caution against certain
behaviors.

The Role of Proverbs in "Things Fall Apart"

In "Things Fall Apart," proverbs serve multiple roles:

1. Cultural Preservation

Proverbs act as a vessel for preserving Igbo culture and traditions. Through
the characters’ use of proverbs, readers gain insight into the values that
shape their lives. For instance, Okonkwo’s conversations with his peers often
include proverbs that reflect the community’s beliefs about masculinity,
strength, and the importance of hard work.

2. Character Development

The use of proverbs helps to develop characters, revealing their
personalities, beliefs, and social standings. For example, Okonkwo is often
depicted through his fear of weakness, which is illustrated through the
proverbs he uses. His references to strength and masculinity highlight his
internal struggles and societal pressures.

3. Conflict Resolution

Proverbs often provide insight into how conflicts are approached within the
community. They serve as a means of mediation, offering wisdom that guides
individuals in resolving disputes. Characters frequently reference proverbs
to justify their actions or decisions, reflecting a collective understanding
of acceptable behavior.

Examples of Proverbs and Their Meanings

The proverbs in "Things Fall Apart" are deeply embedded in the characters’
dialogues and serve to enrich the narrative. Below are some notable examples
along with their meanings:



1. “The man who uses force is afraid of reasoning.”

This proverb speaks to the value of intellect over brute strength. It
suggests that those who resort to violence often do so out of fear or
insecurity, rather than confidence in their arguments or positions. This
reflects Okonkwo's character, as he frequently relies on physical prowess
rather than dialogue or understanding.

2. “A bird will always use another bird's feathers
to fly.”

This proverb emphasizes the importance of collaboration and community. It
suggests that individuals often depend on others’ resources and support to
achieve their goals. In the context of the novel, it highlights the
interconnectedness of the Igbo society, where mutual assistance is vital for
survival.

3. “When the moon 1is shining, the cripple becomes
hungry for a walk.”

This proverb illustrates the idea that when circumstances are favorable, even
those who are typically disadvantaged will aspire to achieve more. It conveys
a message of hope and ambition, encouraging individuals to strive for
betterment when opportunities arise.

4. “He who brings kola brings life.”

Kola nuts play a significant role in Igbo culture, often used in rituals and
as a sign of hospitality. This proverb underscores the importance of
hospitality and the communal bonds that are strengthened through sharing. It
reflects the cultural practice of welcoming guests and the significance of
community ties.

5. “If one finger brings oil, it soils the others.”

This proverb addresses the idea of shared consequences within a community. It
implies that individual actions have collective repercussions, reinforcing
the importance of social responsibility and the interconnectedness of
community members. It also serves as a caution against selfishness.



The Impact of Proverbs on the Narrative

The incorporation of proverbs in "Things Fall Apart" adds a layer of depth to
the narrative. They serve to:

- Enhance Themes: Key themes such as masculinity, tradition versus change,
and the importance of community are underscored through proverbs.

- Create Authenticity: The use of proverbs lends authenticity to the
dialogue, making the characters' experiences and emotions more relatable to
readers.

- Facilitate Reflection: Proverbs encourage readers to reflect on their own
lives and the broader human experience, often prompting deeper considerations
of morality and ethics.

Conclusion

In "Things Fall Apart," proverbs are not mere embellishments; they are
crucial to understanding the characters, their motivations, and the cultural
context of the Igbo society. They encapsulate wisdom, promote social values,
and serve as a means of communication that transcends generations. Through
the careful integration of proverbs, Achebe not only preserves the richness
of Igbo culture but also invites readers to engage with the timeless truths
embedded in these expressions. As such, the proverbs in "Things Fall Apart"
stand as a testament to the enduring power of language and the shared human
experience, reminding us of the importance of wisdom, community, and the
lessons learned from our past.

Frequently Asked Questions

What role do proverbs play in 'Things Fall Apart'?

Proverbs serve as a cultural touchstone in 'Things Fall Apart', conveying
wisdom, cultural values, and life lessons that reflect the Igbo society's
beliefs and practices.

Can you give an example of a proverb from 'Things
Fall Apart' and its meaning?

‘A man's life is like a lizard; if it loses its tail, it can grow another.'
This proverb suggests resilience and the ability to overcome adversity,
highlighting the importance of adaptability in life.

How do proverbs contribute to character development



in the novel?

Proverbs often reveal the characters' values and beliefs, allowing readers to
understand their motivations and cultural backgrounds, particularly through
the wisdom shared by elders and the community.

What does the proverb 'He who brings kola brings
life' signify?
This proverb emphasizes the importance of hospitality and the sharing of

resources in Igbo culture, suggesting that offering kola nut is a gesture of
goodwill and community bonding.

How does Achebe use proverbs to enhance the
narrative?

Achebe uses proverbs to enrich the story's authenticity, providing a deeper
insight into Igbo traditions and weaving cultural context into the
characters' interactions and decisions.

What is the significance of the proverb 'The child
who is not embraced by the village will burn it down
to feel its warmth'?

This proverb reflects the consequences of neglect and the importance of
community support; it suggests that individuals who feel alienated may resort
to destructive behavior to seek attention or belonging.

How do proverbs reflect the theme of fate versus
free will in 'Things Fall Apart'?

Proverbs often illustrate the tension between fate and personal agency,
suggesting that while individuals have choices, they are also subject to the
larger forces of destiny and societal expectations.

Why is the proverb 'If the lion doesn't tell his
story, the hunter will' important in the context of
the novel?

This proverb underscores the importance of perspective and voice; it
highlights the need for individuals, especially marginalized ones, to share
their narratives to assert their identity and truth.
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