
What Is Things Fall Apart About

Things Fall Apart is a seminal work of literature written by Nigerian author Chinua Achebe, first
published in 1958. The novel is often celebrated for its profound exploration of the complexities of
Igbo society, colonialism, and the struggles faced by individuals in the face of cultural change.
Through the life of its protagonist, Okonkwo, Achebe delves into themes of identity, masculinity, and
the consequences of rigid adherence to tradition. This article will provide a comprehensive overview
of the novel's plot, themes, characters, and its significance in both African literature and the broader
context of world literature.



Plot Summary

At its core, "Things Fall Apart" follows the life of Okonkwo, a respected leader and fierce warrior in
the Igbo community of Umuofia, a fictional village in Nigeria. The novel is divided into three parts,
each depicting different phases of Okonkwo's life and the transformation of his society.

Part One: The Rise of Okonkwo

The first part introduces Okonkwo as a man driven by the fear of failure and weakness, particularly
the weakness he associates with his father, Unoka, who was a poor farmer and a debtor. Okonkwo's
determination to be the opposite of his father leads him to become a successful yam farmer, a
titleholder, and a warrior. He is married to three wives and has several children. However, his
authoritarian demeanor and rigid views on masculinity strain his relationships, particularly with his
son Nwoye, who struggles to meet Okonkwo's expectations.

Key events in this section include:

1. Okonkwo’s wrestling victories that establish his reputation.
2. The accidental killing of a clansman, which forces Okonkwo into exile for seven years.
3. The cultural traditions surrounding the New Yam Festival and the significance of yams in Igbo
society.

Part Two: Exile and Change

During Okonkwo's exile, he lives with his mother’s family in a nearby village. This part of the novel
highlights the changes occurring in Igbo society due to colonial influence and the arrival of Christian
missionaries. Nwoye, seeking a different identity apart from his father's oppressive expectations,
converts to Christianity, which deepens the rift between him and Okonkwo.

Important developments include:

- The introduction of missionaries and their impact on traditional beliefs.
- Nwoye’s conversion as a symbol of generational conflict and cultural clash.
- Okonkwo’s growing frustration with the changes in his village upon his return.

Part Three: The Clash of Cultures

Upon returning to Umuofia, Okonkwo discovers that his village has changed significantly. The Igbo
customs are eroding under the influence of colonial rule and Christianity. Okonkwo’s attempts to
rally his community to resist the changes are met with indifference. The tension culminates in a
series of events that lead to violence, resulting in Okonkwo's tragic downfall.

Key moments include:



- The burning of the village’s church and the subsequent retaliation by colonial authorities.
- Okonkwo's realization of his isolation and the futility of his resistance.
- His ultimate fate, reflecting the broader disintegration of Igbo culture.

Themes

"Things Fall Apart" is rich with themes that resonate deeply with readers. Some of the most
prominent include:

Cultural Identity and Change

The novel explores the profound impact of colonialism on indigenous cultures. Achebe illustrates the
tensions between tradition and change, highlighting how rapidly changing societal norms can lead to
the disintegration of cultural identity. Okonkwo's struggle to maintain his traditional values in the
face of colonial encroachment serves as a microcosm of the broader struggles faced by African
societies during this period.

Masculinity and Gender Roles

Okonkwo embodies the traditional notions of masculinity, characterized by strength, stoicism, and
dominance. His inability to express vulnerability or understand alternative perspectives contributes
to his tragic downfall. The novel critiques these rigid gender roles, particularly through the lens of
Nwoye's character, who seeks emotional fulfillment outside his father’s expectations.

Fate and Free Will

Achebe examines the interplay between fate and personal agency. Okonkwo’s tragic end raises
questions about whether his downfall is a result of personal choices or the inevitable consequences
of a changing world. This theme invites readers to reflect on the broader implications of agency
within the context of societal shifts.

Characters

The characters in "Things Fall Apart" are richly developed, each representing different facets of Igbo
culture and the impact of colonialism.

Okonkwo

The protagonist, Okonkwo, is a complex character whose fear of failure drives him to achieve



greatness but ultimately leads to his isolation and downfall. His internal struggles and relationships
with his family highlight the personal costs of rigid adherence to tradition.

Nwoye

Nwoye, Okonkwo's son, symbolizes the younger generation's conflict with traditional values. His
conversion to Christianity represents a rejection of his father's ideals and a search for his identity in
a rapidly changing world.

Ekwefi

Ekwefi, Okonkwo's second wife, represents the strength and resilience of women in Igbo society.
Her relationship with Okonkwo is marked by love and conflict, showcasing the complexities of
gender dynamics.

Obierika

Obierika, Okonkwo's friend, serves as a foil to Okonkwo. He is more adaptable and reflective,
representing a more balanced approach to the changes occurring in their society. His observations
provide critical commentary on the events unfolding in Umuofia.

Significance of the Novel

"Things Fall Apart" holds a significant place in both African literature and global literature for
several reasons:

- Cultural Representation: Achebe's portrayal of Igbo culture offers a counter-narrative to colonial
depictions of Africa, emphasizing the richness and complexity of African societies before colonial
intervention.
- Literary Innovation: The novel blends traditional storytelling with modern narrative techniques,
making it a pioneer in the African literary canon.
- Global Relevance: The themes of cultural clash, identity, and resistance resonate with readers
worldwide, making the novel a timeless exploration of human experience.

Conclusion

In conclusion, "Things Fall Apart" is a powerful exploration of the collision between tradition and
change, embodied in the life of Okonkwo and the Igbo community. Achebe's nuanced storytelling
and rich thematic depth offer readers a profound understanding of the complexities of cultural
identity, gender roles, and the impact of colonialism. As a foundational text in African literature, it
continues to inspire critical discussions about culture, identity, and resistance, ensuring its place in



the literary canon for generations to come.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'Things Fall Apart'?
The central theme of 'Things Fall Apart' is the clash between traditional Igbo culture and the
changes brought by British colonialism and Christian missionaries, highlighting the struggle of
individuals and communities to maintain their identity in the face of external pressures.

Who is the protagonist of 'Things Fall Apart' and what is his
significance?
The protagonist of 'Things Fall Apart' is Okonkwo, a respected leader and warrior in the Igbo
community. His character represents the values and struggles of traditional Igbo society, and his
tragic downfall symbolizes the broader disintegration of cultural norms under colonial rule.

How does Okonkwo's character reflect the values of Igbo
society?
Okonkwo embodies the values of strength, masculinity, and hard work that are highly esteemed in
Igbo society. His fear of being perceived as weak drives many of his actions, ultimately leading to
personal and communal tragedy as he struggles to adapt to changing circumstances.

What role do women play in 'Things Fall Apart'?
Women in 'Things Fall Apart' are portrayed in various roles, often reflecting the patriarchal
structure of Igbo society. They are seen as caretakers and mothers, and their contributions to family
and community life are significant, though largely overshadowed by male dominance in decision-
making and social status.

How does Chinua Achebe use proverbs in 'Things Fall Apart'?
Chinua Achebe uses proverbs in 'Things Fall Apart' to convey wisdom, cultural values, and the
complexities of Igbo life. Proverbs serve as a means of communication, reflecting the community's
beliefs and the moral lessons that guide characters' actions throughout the narrative.

What impact does colonialism have on the Igbo community in
'Things Fall Apart'?
Colonialism profoundly impacts the Igbo community by disrupting traditional structures, introducing
new religions and governance, and creating conflict between different groups. This leads to a loss of
cultural identity and unity, culminating in the tragic downfall of Okonkwo and the disintegration of
his society.
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