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Things Fall Apart Study Guide

Synopsis

Okonkwo lives with his Ibo clansmen in a Nigeriag @n the late 1800s. Driven
by fear that he will be considered a failure lik® hi , he is determined to show

himself stronger, tougher, more violent, and onorable than anyone else. He
works hard at growing yams, the “man’sgrofi ﬁ s hard, bringing back his enemies’

skulls; and takes two titles—signs of fpow; onor which involve generously giv-

ing to the community. He marries thfge wigs and has children, all of whom he
tries to keep under strict control 1ercely piQu short-temp®gd man,
Okonkwo fears becoming af: the eyes of nity.

The author of T/Jm 3 rt, Chmua 1ntr0du¢s b lex rules,
patterns, values, and rit konkwos s e Ibo pe ance, music,
and wrestling match weaves their vi anguage, & nd stories into
the novel. The 10, oféthe clan et together to see solutions to prob-

lems with othe . Biders wi ly isputes On the other hand,

the priestess @ racle hol r of life ar?@%any children die young,

and iSgeire thro awayWin the forgst. the Oracle demands that an
innoceft boyhostage be killc#y, the men of the % mediately obey.

At uneral celg ﬁ konkyo’ odes and he accidentally kills a

an for se X oing to his mother’s kinsmen, losing

in his villa
t changes begin the arrival of white missionaries, he closes

ins to struggle with some aspects of his
society. But when
his heart against new ideas.

Okonkwo returns to il[3pe, where a missionary ministers to a small flock of
believers. This wise and go n is replaced by another missionary, less sensitive to
local traditions, who helps to provoke a conflict between the young believers and
other men of the village. When a white administrator and corrupt soldiers, contemp-
tuous and ignorant of the complex rules of Okonkwo’s society, get involved in the
conflict, they humiliate the community and bring tragedy to Okonkwo. Things have
fallen apart, and Okonkwo’s world is changed forever.
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Chapters 1-3

g gud man.

Wailure and of weakness.

Perhaps down in his heart Okonkwo
But his whole life was dominated by fear, Fg fog

Background Information: 0
Although Achebe is writing in Englis ses many | rms, especially for things
unique to Ibo culture. Most edigigns of 7hings Fa e a glossargfinhe back

of the book; refer to it for dafathiMadbterms. % O
“ N

The following explanati8 @ o may be help

cPRON stringsﬁx shells each an%&noney in West
Africa. A sde 024,000 cowrigs hed about 6040

o “Medidndrcte ells, and cts

. %n is a storm ofgery fine d st down into Nigeria from

ra Desert d the dry season& ean Wlnter) It covers the sun,

e atmos hke a og people from seeing very far. One
man who has¥ n Ibo a the impact of the harmattan:
“Harma is the cool of the year. When you are living in 90
degree weatlgr all the time, y. d is so thin that a drop of 10 or 15

degrees (during the har tan) makes you very cold. During harmattan, almost
everyone catches a co hps get chapped, some people even die. . . If this
seems shocking, con % at houses are not insulated: heat comes from the
sun or a fire and cool comes from a breeze or a bath. Clothes are not thick
enough to protect from this drop in temperature. In short, harmattan is one of
the harshest seasons of the year.”

* The 7bo week had four days: Eke, Oye, Afo, and Nkwo.

* Kolais a bitter nut, full of caffeine, which was broken and eaten ceremonially

with a black pepper called alligator pepper.

© 2006 Progeny Press 13
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Ibo Food: West African yams are large starchy tubers (underground stems), usually a
foot long or more, brown on the outside and dry, white, and stringy on the inside. A
staple food in West Africa, they can be eaten roasted, fried, or boiled, or they can be
cut up, boiled, and pounded into a firm mass eaten with stew or soup. They were usu-
ally grown only by men. Women could grow coco—yams (brown root vegetables also
called taro), beans, and cassava (kuh SAH vuh); a shrub_gxith thick roots, also called
manioc, which is fermented. Coco-yams and cass VE ed and pounded before

they were eaten.

Vocabulary:
Replace each word with an appropna@m from the Word Box below.

Word Box:

skill
threatening

beginning

K seashells (mgneé
me had gr @ bush- ﬁre{@w

talked abé\,he impending

f Mbaino.”

ar with ¢he

3 king Unok n the two hundred cowries
( ) he borfe®ed from him more than two years before.”
4. “To crown it all he h two titles and shown incredible prowess
( inter-tribal wars.”
5. “...there was no hurry to decide his fate. Okonkwo was, therefore, asked on
behalf of the clan to look after him in the interim ( ).”

6. “It was deeper and more intimate than the fear of evil and capricious

( ) gods and of magic . . . and of the forces of nature,

malevolent ( ), red in tooth and claw.”

14 © 2006 Progeny Press
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7. “Okonkwo’s first son . . . was already causing his father great anxiety for his

incipient ( ) laziness.”

8. “You, Unoka, are known in all the clan for the weakness of your machete

( ) and your hoe.”
9. “Let the kite ( ) perch and let thgeagle perch too.”
10. “Sharecropping ( whs a very slow way of
building up a barn of one’s own.” *
Proverbs:

In literature, proverbs can help the fgader yhderstand ral values and beliefs. In

Things Fall Apart, the author uses many Proverbs t t into Nig culture.
Connect the following Nigeri yerbs with sirgila 1sh proverbs@at the
Nigerian proverbs in conte& ook if necesfar, . O

1bo proverbs: \

1. on thoseq¥ho stand before it@on those who kneel
2. r( Dcould cat™ f&;;}.”
. nd he eagle @ one says no to the other,
4, nothing.”
____ 5. N iroko tree to the ground said he

e did.”

6. “Encke th@bird says thtt sinc®men have learned to shoot without missing,

he has learned to out perching.”
7. “An old woman i s uneasy when dry bones are mentioned in a
proverb.”
English meanings, or similar English proverbs:
a. “The more the merrier.” There’s room enough for everybody.

b. “First come, first served”; or “The early bird gets the worm.”

c.  “You have to go with the flow,” or, you have to adapt to the circumstances.

© 2006 Progeny Press 15
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d. “A cat may look at a king,” “Anybody can grow up to be president,” or, you can
make your own way, regardless of your background.

e. “Toot your own horn,” or, if no one else praises you, you'll have to do it yourself.

f. “Where there’s smoke, there’s fire,” or, if something unusual happens, it must
have a cause.

g.  “Hitting too close to the mark,” “That’s too close f fort,” or “That’s the pot
calling the kettle black”; people don’t like to hat t ak points mentioned.
) 2

Characterization:

1. According to the first paragrap@o for what is Okonkwo famous?

2. According to the aph of Cha %hat e \\‘N known?

3. For ka, known\Q

4. Why do WO'S father g(&%ade’ What does the Oracle tell him?

5. The story tells us tha nkwo ‘ruled his household with a heavy hand.”
What does this mean?

16 © 2006 Progeny Press
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6. What fears dominate Okonkwo’s life?

7. What is the one passion that rules Okonkwo?
8. Compare and contrast Okonkwo and hifNatRgr. List at least four ways in which
Okonkwo and his father are diffgsent.

>

2. our “title%m clety: oz%f{\wmalo, and erulu. These chap-
s o .

te ntion that oing to t mili title, Unoka has no titles,

and Okon h@ titles. Exathi the book says about taking titles.
What d an? Wha ost him?

3. The village meeting , “Umuofia kwenu!” Umuofia means children of the
countryside, the areas not affected by foreigners. Kwenu means united, or agreed.
Why do you think the meetings always begin with this call and a united
response from all those present?

Questions: \® @ * O
1. What does O Qnoka? How d@oka answe \

© 2006 Progeny Press 17
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How many villages, and how many men, are in Umuofia? How does the village
communicate news? How are problems solved?

How do the people of Umuofia determine if a Wa@St or not just? How do

they attempt to avoid war?

What is the Oracle of the Hlll@s> Why do people go there?

@, - "0® \OQ
\‘»

0 begms ing (pl ne else’s seed-yams to
: a shar he crp), why d @ne trust Okonkwo with his

seed— s?

What difficulties happe ring Okonkwo’s first year of sharecropping? How
does Okonkwo respo e difficulties? How do others respond?

Why are the people of Umuofia afraid of darkness?

18 © 2006 Progeny Press
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11. Why are neighboring villages afraid of the village of Umuofia?

12. Who is Nwoye? How does Okonkwo treat him?

%,

L 4

Analysis: \

13.  Foreshadowing is a hint or clue@n adtir glves about something that may hap-
pen later in a story. How does t or foresha hat is going to happen

to lkemefuna?
a plot dev1@1 an autho @n his narrative to present
ier W the stor he story began. It is often
in an element in the plot

occurre rli
ed give ne into a charact .
How does backsoo r ifferent aspects of Okonkwo’s life?

15.  Similesand memphors are figures of speech that state or imply a comparison
between two unlike things that have something in common. A simile uses
words such as /ike or as to compare. One thing is said to be /ike another thing.
A metaphor does not use these comparison words. One thing is said to be

another thing.

© 2006 Progeny Press 19
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Achebe often uses vivid images to communicate his ideas, such as
“Okonkwo’s fame had grown like a bush-fire in the harmattan” and “Proverbs
are the palm-oil with which words are eaten.” Which of these statements is a
simile and which is a metaphor? What does the first tell you about Okonkwo’s
reputation? What does the second tell you about the use of proverbs?

Q\i >
Dig Deeper: 0
Cultural Responses to Sin*:
n

Sin prompts three basic responses in pcople: shafye, @nd guilt. Bgeayse these
t them. Idealg wehould

1veness;but @ llen state
rule, pe SussOn achieving
g power to ov e fear, an laws or rules to

Ble teachesgthat only by turning to obeying God can
ame, fear, #ANg caused | cultures include all
three respongfs , but mos end to strgst\ ortance of one or two.

Sham%ﬁocieties. cultures of the®dusym world and Far East focus pri-
marily off™ionor apd sk such gulrgfe le are primarily concerned with

maintaining their h githin thei o@y People can be punished or influ-
g them; sog “ eSBure is very strong. One person’s actions
[)

we try to find our own oping. As
honor to avoid sham

we rid ourselve

enced by publi

can bring shame O, the whole com , so the community may be involved in
punishing that person to purgetthe shame. When possible, shameful acts are covered
up by the person, his fami tH community. If that is not possible, severe shame
may be dealt with by execu e offender, taking vengeance on outsiders who have
shamed the group, or by the offender committing suicide. More minor offenses may
be dealt with by mediation leading to restitution (payment to the offended party) or

other punishments.

* The concepts introduced in this section are influenced by, and are examined in much greater detail in, Honor and

Shame: Unlocking the Door, by Roland Muller (2001, Xlibris Corp.).

20 © 2006 Progeny Press
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16. What aspects of a shame-based culture do you observe in Umuofia? How do
people attain honor? What shames them?

17. What aspects of honor and shame do you see @vn culture?

Fear-based Societies: Cultures that n fear ge are based on or heavily

influenced by animism (a belief ghat spirits 1nhab1t Jects) and These
cultures are often found i A%Central an@ America, aps e Pacific
islands. They often focus o of spirits ons, @ ncestors, as

i s Protect people

h®sts
: stablish rules oms or ta
from harm by these gpMtsNgfid they m a have al procecQ as sacrifices and

rites of passage, se” the spmts pease offended . Often, designated
i great power through

ctors or s Q
they clai \[ municate. These cultures
wer 1% family, %e , and the military to make

y need not

car-based cxb\you observe in Umuofia?

19. What aspects of fear and power do you see in the culture in which you live?

religious re
fear of
also
themselves sgfong enou

18. What as

Guilt-based Societies: Cultures that focus primarily on guilt are those heavily influ-
enced by the Greco-Roman and Judeo-Christian traditions and thought, such as North

© 2006 Progeny Press 21
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America, Europe, and Australia. These cultures focus on guilt versus innocence and
unlawful versus lawful. Such societies tend to codify behavior to determine what is per-
missible—to define “right” behavior by rules and laws. They may talk about what is
legal rather than what is honorable or ethical. A personal code of conduct, but a deper-
sonalized—or “objective”—set of laws, is common in these cultures. Ironically, a com-
mon opposite response to guilt is to deny that there is a7 ue standard of behavior by
saying truth is relative and individual, and therefore t re is no such thing as guilt.

20. What aspects of a guilt-based soc1ety ected in Umuofia?

21. What aspects of a g ilt- oc1ety do yo®\% own cultuo

of'the three onses 0 sin mo%\sembles the culture in which

%O 6\6

23. Which motivates yom lly—shame, fear, or guilt? For example: If you

were tempted to che entrance exam, which reason would stop you?

Overm

Yo,

a. The rules forbid cheating and you would feel guilty.
b. You fear being caught and punished.

c. If someone finds out, you will feel humiliated.
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24. In the Bible we find all the motivations mentioned above. According to the
Bible, our sins should cause us to feel shame and fear and guilt, and God
redeems us with honor, power, and righteousness. Look up the following verses
and, in the blank provided, indicate the category that the passage addresses: H
for honor or shame; P for power or fear; R for righteousness or guil.

Exodus 20:12 i@1:7 -

Romans 3:19-20 L 3 4:13-18
Hebrews 12:2 atians 6:7-9

Isaiah 53:3 QQRomans 8:15

Romans 5:19

Optional Activity: $ Q
u e ook Hono me:

1. You may want to

Unlo oor, by
h

Roland Mullef fore this iss urt lee a shor esentatlon sum-

marizing es examined ip book the author usions, and your
reactl authors o 1S,

\\

© 2006 Progeny Press 23



Things Fall Apart Study Guide

Chapters 11-13
Vocabulary:

Questions: \

1. The moral of the story of the tortoise and the bird, s thfMortoise says, “a man who makes trouble for oth-
ers is also making it for himself.” It also might be “t
2. Chielo comes to Okonkwo’s compound in the

walk around the village and finally enters Agbala’s ca

¢ WISt and the first shall be last” or “don’t be greedy.”
s Agbala wants to see Ezinma. She takes her on a long

e badly the cow
e together.
@keat celebration.

ars, because “it was a crime

ey kill his animals. The earth god-
d” of the killing.

nishment whoever s a clansman to “c

i ; v pmts appear speak
. i cWdu’s 16-year-
8. Because Okonkwo s 16-year-old to leave th
against the earth ill a clansman
9. Friends rel§kiv zeudu demolish walls and bur

the solid massiveness of nig wish to n ription of the night as charcoal carries with it not
only the imagery of also solidity, whic infcced in the second description of the “solid massiveness of
night” (emphasis adde ugh the yellow be comforting, when described as an “eye of yellow half-
light,” it may carry with it @hint of threat—reflecte eyes in the darkness usually means a predator is watching

ins why the tortoise has a shell that looks as if it is patched together.

12. When Okonkwo joins Ekwefi by the cavéfie mocks her because he doesn’t want to appear to be too sensitive or car-
Bhcat®nce there demonstrates that he obviously does care for them.

13. Answers may vary. One of the goal % arriages and such rituals may be to increase ties and relationships between

villages and families. The more closely tied"®gether families and villages are, the less likelihood of stress and conflict.

14. Answers may vary. The irony is that Okonkwo was one of the wealthiest and most powerful men in Umuofia and is

now outcast for seven years. He worked hard for many years for his success, and everyone said his ¢h7 was destined for

success. But instead, through a complete accident, Okonkwo loses everything in one day.

Dig Deeper:

15. Answers will vary. Chielo never states a reason for taking Ezinma and never explains what she does with her. There

does not seem to be any real point to the action—no pronouncement is made to the family or community, no conse-

quence comes from the event. However, the student may note that when Chielo comes to Okonkwo’s compound she

demands Ezinma and warns both Okonkwo and Ekwefi about presuming to talk with, question, or even to come see the

god Agbala unless he proposes it. The event may simply be an exercise in reminding the people of Umuofia that the god

11. The story of the tortoise and the birds e

ing—he considers that effeminate. Bu
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and his priestess have the power to do as they wish with them. Agbala can come to them when and as he wishes and
demand even their children for unknown purposes. The visit may have been designed to increase or reinforce their fear
and awe of the Oracle of the Hills and Caves. Achebe may be using this event to demonstrate the fear in which the peo-
ple live and the randomness of their gods and lives.

16. Answers will vary. Chielo’s culture probably would say that she was possessed by her god. Students are scripturally
justified in saying that she might have been possessed by a demon or spiri.

17. All of these verses describe people who were possessed by spirits, but who were cleansed or released by Jesus or the
apostles. The passage in Deuteronomy 13 describes a prophet who does tell the truth or who performs a valid miracle,
God. The Acts passage describes
g the truth about Paul and Silas.

a slave girl who apparently accurately foretells the future—at the very l€3
The test of a godly spirit is not necessarily whether the things it says g€ 2gura#® but whether they are accurate and
point to and glorify God. The Deuteronomy 18 passage tells us a & h @ dod will #lways be accurate. Note also in
Matthew 24:24-25 and Revelation 13:11-14, prophecies conce commonly called “the end times,” Jesus
and John describe people doing miraculous things to deceive the Warld§Even more effectively than outright lies, truth
and miracles may be misused and twisted to evil.

18. These quotations imply that the Ibo believe in r
cussion of the ogbange is very clear that they are reb

t people can be reborn to live another life. The dis-
, the passage from Chapter 13 does not state it directly;

the implication is most clear in the sentence, “So I s u to come aga ay you came before.”” The passage

from Hebrews states that “man is destined to die once,

and after that f@fac t.” We live this
move into the next life; there is no coming another life or another Shan
19. a. Okonkwo’s people believed Ok8pkw 108 defiled the earthfWithith&®lood of his clansg
d

are not spelled out, but seem to be dire pread: “It was thdj the earth gpdde
an who committed it

C xact punishme n se against ghe
) ffender.” There are args to the cleansing.dfggst
. , “They set fire to his

We”: Okonkwo had to leav at least seven vy
is animals arffidestroyed his barn”: Thefghad ipe away the traces of the
jons in his com

ey were merely
b5, her wrath was

her messengers. . . . And if the cla
loosed on all the land and not just

offender by destroying
b. Uncleanness or could come frfim chil infectious skig d DQdily discharges including a woman’s
monthly period, @u ead body, see

and spiritists;_lhlinSgegple in battle; eating forbidden foods;

law. People were cleailgd by time, ceremong \VN& sacrifices, and sometimes exile.
c. In th ultery, homosexudify, bestiality, sacrificing cliliten¥g idolS, and bloodshed can defile the land itself.
The consequencegire exile from thggla teacher may wisheto Mite thi@t these verses are discussing habitual practice

individualincid S
d. These verses say that Jesu! aid fa¥f our sins; he 163& is blood. He fulfilled the law by obeying it—living
i i

without sin—and th sins as the fina s perfect sacrifice completely paid for all sins.
kes clear that na % e We to obey the letter of the law, but we are to obey by not
0,

even having such though he thoughts themselve$ ¢ or defile us; this is what he was referring to in the Mark 7

passage above. God is concefned with the of our actions, but he is even more concerned with the purity of our
hearts and motives. The statements of Jesusgere not truly new concepts—God had repeatedly said the same things
through his prophets. Even the books wppeatedly refer to doing what is right and just.

Chapters 14—16

Vocabulary:

1. fascinated; 2. translator; 3. deep in the bones; 4. immature; 5. insolent; 6. believers; 7. contemptible; 8. heretical;
9. total destruction; 10. exclude

Questions:

1. He is older, without vigor and energy. Also, he is in despair from being cast out of his village, and the work does not
seem to have long-term benefits anymore.

2. The questions Uchendu asks Okonkwo are, “Why do they say ‘Mother is supreme?”” and “Why are women buried
with their own kinsmen?” Uchendu tells Okonkwo that your mother is your protection; she gives refuge and sympathy
in times of trouble.
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