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ABSTRACT 

As a leading postcolonial novelist, Chinua Achebe (1930-2013) has been recognized as the "Father of 

Modern African Literature." His influential body of work is informed by a critical theory of writing that 

mediates the politics of the novel as a form of commentary on the emergence and transformation of 

nationalism within the African writer's epistemological context. Achebe's seminal novel Things Fall 

Apart (1958) presents a nuanced portrayal of the collision between traditional Igbo society and British 

colonial forces in late 19th-century Nigeria. This research article examines the comprehensive 

transformation of Igbo social, religious, economic, and political structures as depicted through Achebe's 

narrative. Through close textual analysis, this study explores how the novel illustrates the complexity of 

pre-colonial Igbo civilization while simultaneously documenting the systematic dismantling of 

indigenous institutions under colonial rule. The analysis reveals that Achebe's work serves not merely 

as a historical account but as a sophisticated critique of colonial discourse that challenges Western 

stereotypes about African societies. The research demonstrates how the novel's bifurcated structure 

mirrors the profound cultural rupture experienced by colonized peoples, offering insights into the lasting 

effects of colonialism on African identity and social organization. By examining both the preservation 

of Igbo cultural memory and the documentation of colonial disruption, this study positions Things Fall 

Apart as a foundational text that bridges literary artistry with anticolonial resistance. 

Keywords: Igbo society, Igbo culture, Things Fall Apart, colonialism, cultural transformation, 

postcolonial literature, Chinua Achebe, African nationalism 

ÖZET 

Önde gelen postkolonyal romancı Chinua Achebe (1930-2013), "Modern Afrika Edebiyatının Babası" 

olarak tanınmaktadır. Etkili eser korpusu, Afrika yazarının epistemolojik bağlamını oluşturan 

milliyetçiliğin doğuşu ve dönüşümü üzerine bir yorum biçimi olarak roman politikasına aracılık eden 

eleştirel bir yazma kuramıyla şekillenmiştir. Achebe'nin önemli eseri Dağılıyor Her Şey (1958), 19. 

yüzyıl sonlarında Nijerya'da geleneksel İgbo toplumu ile İngiliz sömürge güçleri arasındaki çatışmanın 

çok boyutlu bir resmini sunar. Bu araştırma makalesi, Achebe'nin anlatısı aracılığıyla betimlenen İgbo 
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sosyal, dinsel, ekonomik ve siyasal yapılarının kapsamlı dönüşümünü incelemektedir. Yakın metin 

çözümlemesi yoluyla bu çalışma, romanın sömürge öncesi İgbo uygarlığının karmaşıklığını nasıl 

sergilediğini araştırırken, aynı zamanda sömürge yönetimi altında yerli kurumların sistematik olarak 

yıkılışını belgelemektedir. Çözümleme, Achebe'nin eserinin sadece tarihsel bir anlatı olmadığını, aynı 

zamanda Afrika toplumları hakkındaki Batılı önyargılara meydan okuyan sofistike bir sömürge söylemi 

eleştirisi olarak işlev gördüğünü ortaya koymaktadır. Araştırma, romanın iki bölümlü yapısının 

sömürgeleştirilmiş halkların yaşadığı derin kültürel kırılmayı nasıl yansıttığını göstermekte ve 

sömürgeciliğin Afrika kimliği ile sosyal örgütlenmesi üzerindeki kalıcı etkilerine ilişkin içgörüler 

sunmaktadır. Bu çalışma, hem İgbo kültürel belleğinin korunması hem de sömürge dönemindeki 

bozulmaların belgelenmesini inceleyerek Dağılıyor Her Şey'i edebi ustalık ile antisömürgeci direnişi 

birleştiren temel bir metin olarak konumlandırmaktadır. 

Anahtar Kelimeler: İgbo toplumu, İgbo kültürü, Dağılıyor Her Şey, sömürgecilik, kültürel dönüşüm, 

postkolonyal edebiyat, Chinua Achebe, Afrika milliyetçiliği. 

1. INTRODUCTION: 

     The European Scramble for Africa represents a significant chapter in world history, embodying 

European imperialism at its zenith and fundamentally shaping both the geopolitical landscape and 

development trajectory of the African continent. This period of intense colonization and partitioning of 

Africa by European powers occurred during the late 19th and early 20th centuries, driven by a complex 

amalgamation of economic, political, and social factors, alongside European desires for power and 

prestige. 

     Prior to the scramble, Africa consisted largely of independent or semi-independent states, with only 

limited regions under European control. However, the advent of the Industrial Revolution in Europe 

created unprecedented demand for raw materials and resources, prompting European powers to seek 

new territories for exploitation. The scramble began in earnest with the Berlin Conference of 1884-1885, 

where European powers negotiated and established rules for the partition and colonization of the African 

continent. Aimed at preventing conflicts between European nations by establishing guidelines for 

territorial acquisition, the decisions made at this conference largely disregarded existing African 

boundaries, political structures, and cultural identities (Craven, 2015, p. 36). 

     European powers—including Britain, France, Germany, Belgium, Portugal, Italy, and Spain—

rapidly expanded their African territories through conquest, coercion, and diplomatic manipulation. 

They established colonies, protectorates, and spheres of influence, frequently exploiting rivalries and 

conflicts between local African leaders to advance their imperial objectives. The primary justifications 

offered for European colonization centered on the so-called "civilizing mission" and the purported 

benefits of Western civilization, including the spread of Christianity, commerce, and modern 



 

 

 

infrastructure. Europeans positioned themselves as more educated and enlightened than their African 

counterparts, claiming a moral obligation to educate and civilize African populations. In reality, 

however, the scramble resulted in the systematic loss of African sovereignty, extensive resource 

exploitation, and the imposition of European political control and cultural hegemony ('Berlin 

Conference of 1884–1885', 2010, para. 1-2). 

     The consequences of the European Scramble for Africa proved both profound and enduring. 

Traditional African societies faced systematic disruption, indigenous economies were undermined or 

destroyed, and local cultures and languages were suppressed or marginalized. European colonial powers 

ruthlessly exploited African natural resources—including rubber, diamonds, gold, and ivory—often 

employing forced labor, perpetrating violence, and displacing entire African populations in pursuit of 

economic gain. 

     European colonialism in Africa constitutes a central and recurring theme in postcolonial literature, a 

genre that emerged in the mid-20th century as African nations achieved independence. Authors within 

this literary tradition explore the multifaceted social, cultural, political, and psychological impacts of 

European colonialism on African populations while depicting the struggles faced by African societies 

in colonialism's aftermath and examining the complexities of identity formation and nation-building 

processes (Hart and Goldie, 1993, p. 155). 

     Among the most significant literary works addressing colonialism's profound impacts in Africa is 

Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart (1958). Set in Nigeria, this seminal novel chronicles the life of 

Okonkwo and examines the collision between traditional Igbo society and British colonial authority. 

Achebe meticulously explores the erosion of Igbo culture, the fundamental clash between Western and 

indigenous value systems, and the destructive consequences of colonizers imposing their ideologies and 

administrative systems upon established African societies. 

     Another prominent example is Ngũgĩ wa Thiong'o's Petals of Blood (1977). Set in Kenya, this novel 

explores neocolonialism by examining how European powers continued to exert control over African 

nations even after formal independence. Thiong'o portrays the corruption of new indigenous elites, 

exploitation by foreign corporations, and widespread disillusionment with postcolonial governments, 

thereby illuminating colonialism's persistent effects (Bouzidi and Ourdache, 2018, pp. 13-14). 

     Joseph Conrad's Heart of Darkness (1899), while not authored by an African writer, merits discussion 

within postcolonial literary contexts. The narrative follows Marlow, an Englishman, on his journey 

through the Congo River, revealing the dehumanizing impact of European colonialism through its 

exploration of racism and imperialism while exposing the brutality underlying colonial enterprises 

(Nushrat, 2019, p. 117). 



 

 

 

     These literary works reflect the complex dynamics of European colonialism in Africa, providing 

crucial insights into historical contexts, struggles faced by African nations during and after colonization, 

and ongoing quests for cultural identity and political autonomy. Through postcolonial literature, these 

authors challenge dominant colonial narratives and amplify African perspectives on colonialism's 

enduring legacy. 

     In stark contrast to African writing about colonialism, European novels depicting Africa and Africans 

consistently portrayed indigenous populations as uncivilized and uneducated. For instance, in Heart of 

Darkness (1899), Joseph Conrad characterized Africans as inhabitants of a "wild," "dark," and 

"uncivilized continent" (p. 486). Similarly, in Mister Johnson (1952), Joyce Cary described his 

protagonist as a "childish, semi-educated African who reinforces colonialist stereotypes about Africa" 

(Sickels, 2012, p. 1). 

     Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart, published in 1958, stands as one of the most significant 

achievements in African literature and postcolonial discourse. The novel's title, drawn from W.B. Yeats' 

poem "The Second Coming," suggests the catastrophic disintegration occurring when established social 

orders collapse. Achebe's masterpiece provides a sophisticated examination of Igbo society in the late 

19th century, documenting both the period before and after British colonial forces' arrival in what is now 

southeastern Nigeria. 

     Things Fall Apart offers readers comprehensive insight into Igbo society prior to the arrival of 

European missionaries, whose presence threatens to transform virtually every aspect of traditional life. 

The novel presents a nuanced exploration of cultural transformation, examining intricate aspects of Igbo 

culture, beliefs, and traditions while documenting their systematic disruption under colonial influence. 

Set in Umuofia, a fictional village in Nigeria, Achebe (1930-2013) wrote Things Fall Apart to describe 

how villagers proved unable to counter sudden cultural changes introduced by missionaries—changes 

that threatened to fundamentally alter established political institutions and social structures. Achebe 

attributes responsibility for postcolonial Igbo cultural oppression to white missionaries' colonial rule, an 

oppression manifested in the disruption of social coherence between Igbo individuals and their broader 

society. 

     Achebe's primary purpose in Things Fall Apart involves drawing readers' attention to the intrinsic 

value of African culture while providing extensive education about Igbo society's rich mythological 

traditions and proverbial wisdom. Additionally, Achebe encourages his fellow Africans to utilize 

educational systems introduced by European missionaries as means of improving their circumstances 

while maintaining cultural integrity. 

     The novel's significance extends beyond its literary merits, serving as a counter-narrative to colonial 

representations of Africa and its peoples. Through meticulous attention to cultural detail and 



 

 

 

psychological complexity, Achebe presents a civilization that is sophisticated, dynamic, and complete—

directly challenging the colonial conception of Africa as a "dark continent" awaiting European 

enlightenment. This analysis examines how Achebe constructs his portrayal of Igbo society across two 

distinct phases: the precolonial period characterized by established traditions and social cohesion, and 

the colonial period marked by systematic disruption, cultural conflict, and profound transformation. 

     The central thesis of this analysis posits that Things Fall Apart demonstrates how colonialism 

represents not merely political domination but a comprehensive assault on indigenous ways of life, 

resulting in profound cultural transformation that reverberates through both individual and collective 

identity. Through protagonist Okonkwo's tragic trajectory, Achebe illustrates the broader psychological 

and cultural trauma experienced by colonized societies caught between ancestral traditions and imposed 

modernity. 

     Although the missionaries' arrival brought certain benefits to Igbo society, their presence also 

introduced numerous challenges that fundamentally threatened the future of traditional Igbo civilization. 

Within this context, Achebe offers a measured critique of Christianity's role in Africa—criticism that 

has been regarded as moderate while earning universal praise for its objectivity and analytical 

detachment (Sharma, 1993, p. 85). 

     The purpose of this study is twofold: (1) to analyze Igbo society as depicted in the novel both before 

and after the arrival of European missionaries in Umuofia, and (2) to examine the effects of their 

presence on Igbo culture, consequently illustrating the resulting clash between indigenous and colonial 

cultural systems. 

2. Postcolonial Literature: Definition and Characteristics: 

     Postcolonial literature refers to a body of literary works that address the experiences, perspectives, 

and legacies of colonialism and decolonization. It encompasses works written by authors from formerly 

colonized countries or by authors who adopt a critical perspective on colonialism and its consequences. 

Primarily authored by writers from countries that were formerly colonized by European powers, 

postcolonial literature explores themes of identity, cultural hybridity, power dynamics, and the effects 

of colonization on individuals and societies. These works challenge and question the narratives and 

assumptions imposed by colonial powers, aiming to recover and revalue marginalized voices and 

perspectives (Habib, 2005, p. 737). 

     The fundamental focus of postcolonialism, a contemporary theoretical movement, is examining how 

colonization has impacted the ideas and cultures of colonized peoples. It primarily addresses the changes 

that occur once colonized countries gain independence from their colonizers. Postcolonial literature is 

written literature that explores this issue and other related concerns. This genre emerged in the 1950s 

and 1960s when many countries gained independence from their colonial rulers. Writers began reflecting 



 

 

 

on the experiences of colonization, highlighting the complex relationships between colonizers and the 

colonized. 

     As Myers (2005) stated: 

          Postcolonial literature can be defined as literature produced by countries that gained  

          independence from colonial rule in the twentieth century. In 1900 the British Empire  

          covered a pink swathe of the globe that included the Indian sub-continent and other  

          parts of Asia, much of Africa, Australia, Canada, Ireland, many Caribbean islands  

          as well as numerous and scattered smaller possessions. (p. 207) 

     Since the term can refer to a wide range of political, cultural, economic, and linguistic effects on 

former European colonies, postcolonialism also examines the cultural distinctions between black and 

white, the Orient and the Occident, and the colonizer and the colonized. Within this context, Leela 

Gandhi (1998) stated that "postcolonial theory recognizes that colonial discourses typically rationalize 

themselves through rigid oppositions such as developed/developing; progressive/primitive; 

civilization/barbarity; maturity/immaturity" (p. 32). 

     Postcolonialism challenges Eurocentric norms by questioning the assumed superiority of Western 

culture over Eastern or other non-Western cultures. It critiques the historical and cultural narratives 

imposed by colonial powers, which often marginalized or erased native identities. By emphasizing the 

value of indigenous perspectives, histories, and cultures, postcolonialism seeks to deconstruct the power 

dynamics that privilege Eurocentric frameworks. It fosters the reclamation and redefinition of native 

identities, highlighting their diversity and resilience against colonial legacies. This process decentralizes        

     Western dominance, promoting a more pluralistic understanding of global cultures (Said, 1978, p. 

3). According to Barry (1995), postcolonial writers reject the modern and contemporary colonial status 

of their countries and instead invoke a pre-colonial version of their own nation and culture that was 

damaged by the colonizers during the colonial period. "If recovering one's own past is the first step 

toward a postcolonial perspective, then the second is to start undermining the colonialist ideology by 

which that past had been devalued," he argues (p. 186). 

     Through postcolonial literature, formerly marginalized voices now have a platform to reclaim their 

history, express their experiences, and envision alternative futures free from colonialism's aftereffects. 

It involves a critical examination of colonialism's experience and legacy, focusing on both local effects 

on postcolonial societies and the broader global trends that are considered the legacy of empire (Young, 

2009, p. 16). 

     Postcolonial literature often showcases the struggles faced by marginalized groups such as 

indigenous peoples, immigrants, and people of color. It examines the legacy of colonialism, including 



 

 

 

issues of racism, oppression, and cultural displacement. Postcolonial literature takes various forms, 

including novels, poetry, plays, essays, and short stories. Well-known examples include Chinua 

Achebe's Things Fall Apart, Frantz Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth, Jamaica Kincaid's A Small Place, 

and Arundhati Roy's The God of Small Things. Authors such as Chinua Achebe from Nigeria, Jamaica 

Kincaid from Antigua, and Salman Rushdie from India are prominent figures in postcolonial literature. 

Their works challenge the traditional narratives of Western literature and present alternative perspectives 

on history, culture, and identity (Thamarana, 2015, pp. 537-538). 

     Postcolonial literature incorporates a variety of literary techniques, including the use of multiple 

languages, non-linear narratives, and the blending of different cultural traditions. It seeks to challenge 

and disrupt dominant narratives while celebrating the diversity and resilience of colonized communities 

(Gunning, 2013, p. 6; Nayar, 2009, p. xiii). 

2.1. Characteristics of Postcolonial Literature: 

     Postcolonial literature generally refers to works produced after imperial forces left native peoples' 

lands. The term 'postcolonial' followed the term 'colonial,' which was founded on the idea that European 

or Imperial culture was superior. In other words, it is the literary genre that describes writings created 

by authors from nations that were formerly colonized by European powers. As many nations attained 

independence from their colonial rulers in the second half of the 20th century, it became a significant 

body of literature. The characteristics of postcolonial literature are deeply influenced by the experiences 

and consequences of colonization. These works often explore themes related to cultural identity, power 

dynamics, resistance, and the impact of colonialism on individuals and communities. 

     One key characteristic of postcolonial literature is its focus on the marginalized voices and 

experiences of formerly colonized peoples. These works adopt a critical stance toward the dominant 

narratives and representations perpetuated by colonial powers. They challenge and subvert these 

narratives, offering alternative perspectives and interpretations of history, culture, and identity. 

     Postcolonial literature also reflects the complex and often troubled relationship between colonizers 

and the colonized. It explores the power dynamics and hierarchies that were established during the 

colonial era, as well as the enduring effects of colonialism on postcolonial societies. 

     Another important characteristic of postcolonial literature is its engagement with issues of hybridity 

and cultural fusion. Many postcolonial writers incorporate elements of their own traditional cultures and 

languages alongside Western literary traditions. This blending of different cultural influences gives rise 

to new and unique literary forms and styles. 

     Postcolonial literature also frequently explores themes of resistance and decolonization. It highlights 

the struggles and efforts of individuals and communities to reclaim their autonomy and cultural and 

social identity, often in the face of continued neocolonial practices. 



 

 

 

     The table below illustrates the main characteristics of postcolonial literature: 

Characteristics Description 

Appropriation Postcolonial literature often explores the theme of cultural 

appropriation, where colonizers appropriate the culture and 

traditions of colonized people for their own benefit. 

Hybridity Postcolonial literature reflects the blending and mixing of 

cultures during the colonial and postcolonial periods. It 

celebrates the diversity and complexity that emerge from 

these interactions. 

Identity and self-discovery Postcolonial literature frequently addresses the issue of 

identity, as characters struggle to define their sense of self 

amidst the cultural clash and rupture caused by colonization. 

Decolonization Postcolonial literature often focuses on the process of 

decolonization, which involves not only political liberation 

but also the restoration of cultural identity and agency. 

Marginalization and 

oppression 

Postcolonial literature sheds light on the injustices and 

inequalities faced by marginalized groups in the postcolonial 

world. It addresses themes of racism, exploitation, and 

discrimination. 

Indigenous perspectives Postcolonial literature highlights the narratives and voices of 

indigenous people and emphasizes the importance of their 

perspectives in understanding history and contemporary 

issues. 

Language & style 

experimentation 

Postcolonial literature may employ a variety of linguistic 

styles, mixing indigenous languages with those of the 

colonizers, or experimenting with different narrative 



 

 

 

structures to challenge the dominance of colonial literary 

conventions. 

Rewriting history Postcolonial literature often questions and reinterprets 

dominant colonial narratives, challenging the Eurocentric 

perspective and offering alternative perspectives on historical 

events. 

Global interconnectedness Postcolonial literature reflects the interconnectedness of the 

postcolonial world, exploring the cross-cultural encounters 

and exchanges that have been shaped by colonization and 

globalization. 

Resistance and resilience Postcolonial literature portrays the resistance and resilience of 

colonized people against oppression, demonstrating their 

ability to adapt, survive, and challenge dominant power 

structures. 

Table 1: Characteristics of postcolonial literature. 

     In conclusion, postcolonial literature embraces a diverse range of voices and perspectives from 

formerly colonized countries. It challenges dominant narratives, explores the consequences of 

colonization, and seeks to reclaim and redefine cultural identities. With its distinct characteristics and 

themes, postcolonial literature holds a significant place in the global literary landscape. 

3. Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart: 

3.1. Chinua Achebe: A bio: 

     Commonly known as the Father of African Literature and the dominant figure in modern African 

literature, Chinua Achebe (Albert Chinualumogu Achebe) was the most famous Nigerian novelist, poet, 

and critic. He was born on November 16, 1930, in Ogidi, a small village in southeastern Nigeria, to Igbo 

parents. Achebe's father, Isaiah Okafo Achebe, was a catechist for the Church Missionary Society, and 

his mother, Janet Ileogbunam Achebe, was a deeply religious woman (Barksdale-Hall, 2007, p. 9). 

     Achebe had a passion for reading from a young age and excelled academically. He attended St. 

Philips' Central School in Ogidi and then proceeded to the prestigious Government College Umuahia. It 

was here that he first encountered European literature and developed an interest in writing (Ezenwa, 

1997, p. 23). In 1948, Achebe received a scholarship to study medicine at University College, Ibadan. 

However, he soon switched his major to English literature. As a student, he became involved in literary 



 

 

 

societies and started writing short stories and poems. In 1952, his first published piece, a poem titled 

"My Home," appeared in the journal The University Herald (Ezenwa, 1997, p. 36). 

     After graduating in 1953, Achebe joined the Nigerian Broadcasting Service (NBS) as a producer and 

soon became the first Director of External Broadcasting. During his time at NBS, Achebe faced the 

challenges of representing Nigerian culture and literature in a country that was under British colonial 

rule (Barksdale-Hall, 2007, p. 9). 

     His groundbreaking debut novel, Things Fall Apart, was published in 1958. The novel, set in pre-

colonial Nigeria, tells the story of Okonkwo, a respected warrior whose life is deeply affected by the 

arrival of British colonialism. Things Fall Apart is considered a classic of African literature, as it 

challenges European stereotypes and presents a complex portrayal of African culture. Achebe went on 

to write several more novels, including No Longer at Ease (1960) and Arrow of God (1964), which 

continued to explore the impact of colonialism on Nigerian society. He also wrote poetry, essays, and 

plays, each drawing from his experiences and observations of Nigerian society (Barksdale-Hall, 2007, 

p. 9). 

     During the 1960s, Chinua Achebe became active in Nigerian politics through many of his novels, 

which addressed postcolonial social and political problems in Nigeria. In 1967, he co-founded a 

publishing company with Nigerian poet Christopher Okigbo. In 1971, he became the chief editor of 

Okike, a respected journal of Nigerian writing. In 1984, he founded Uwa ndi Igbo, a bilingual magazine 

dedicated to Igbo culture (Ezenwa, 1997, p. 82). 

     In addition to his writing career, Achebe was actively involved in academia. He held various teaching 

positions, including at the University of Nigeria, Nsukka, where he played a significant role in promoting 

African literature through the establishment of the African Writers Series. Throughout his life, Achebe 

received numerous awards and honors for his contributions to literature and his efforts in promoting 

African culture. He was a vocal advocate for social and political change in Nigeria and never shied away 

from addressing sensitive topics through his writing (Ezenwa, 1997, p. 252). 

     Chinua Achebe passed away on March 21, 2013, in Boston, Massachusetts, at the age of 82. He left 

behind a literary legacy that continues to inspire and influence writers and readers worldwide. 

3.2. Things Fall Apart: A Postcolonial Approach to the Novel: 

     Chinua Achebe received his early education in English but grew up surrounded by the complex fusion 

of Igbo traditions and colonial legacy. Achebe's novel Things Fall Apart serves as an exemplar of the 

cultural traditions of the indigenous Igbo people. It demonstrates the negative effects of colonialism on 

Igbo politics, psychology, and culture. Achebe uses the English language as his medium of expression 

to effectively illustrate these dual perspectives. 



 

 

 

     Things Fall Apart by Chinua Achebe is a powerful novel that explores the effects of colonialism on 

African culture and society. Taking a postcolonial approach to the novel allows readers to examine the 

ways in which colonialism disrupts traditional values, erodes identity, and ultimately leads to the 

dismantling of a once-thriving community. According to Gikandi (1996), "it was probably the first work 

in which the author set out to represent the African experience in a narrative that sought, self-

consciously, to be different from the colonial novel" (p. xvii). 

     One of the key aspects of a postcolonial approach to Things Fall Apart is analyzing the clash between 

the Igbo people's traditional way of life and the imposition of European values and systems. Prior to the 

arrival of the British, Igbo society had its own social, political, and religious structures that governed 

their lives. However, with the arrival of the colonizers, these structures were undermined and even 

destroyed. The novel depicts how the Igbo people attempted to resist and adapt to the changing 

circumstances but ultimately had to face the consequences of colonial influence. 

     Furthermore, a postcolonial approach allows readers to understand the impact of colonialism on 

individual characters. Okonkwo, the novel's protagonist, is a proud and dominant figure within his 

community. However, his desire to maintain his masculinity and assert his authority is challenged by 

the changes brought by the colonizers. The arrival of new ideas and systems challenges Okonkwo's 

position, leading to his eventual downfall. Through Okonkwo's character, Achebe highlights the 

psychological and emotional toll that colonialism takes on individuals who yearn for stability and a 

sense of belonging. 

     Additionally, the postcolonial approach reveals how European missionaries and administrators 

disrupted the Igbo people's religious beliefs and practices. The colonization process involved not only 

physical subjugation but also the imposition of new religious ideas that challenged and undermined 

traditional spiritual practices. The novel showcases the resistance to this religious imperialism, as well 

as the ways in which the Igbo people grappled with their identity and spirituality in the face of colonial 

influence. 

     According to O'Reilly (2001), Things Fall Apart has evolved into an anti-colonialist discourse due 

to its accurate portrayal of Igbo life, which had been romanticized and otherwise distorted by Europeans. 

Achebe made an effort to reclaim African history from an African perspective by offering a view of pre-

colonial Igbo society (p. 34). 

     The creation of tradition and the telling of history, according to McLeod (2007), "are central to the 

nation." The nation has a unique historical narrative that explains its origins and distinctive character (p. 

70). Achebe attempts to assert his own historical narratives in Things Fall Apart by following oral 

tradition. In Things Fall Apart, he provided an exhaustive and meticulous account of pre-colonial Igbo 

society. He claimed that he wrote his novel as a response to the colonizers and Europeans who had long 



 

 

 

misrepresented Africa by inventing tales about its longstanding customs and cultures (Achebe, 1958, p. 

3).  

     Chinua Achebe's main objective with Things Fall Apart was to correct a long history of inaccurate 

portrayals of his people and country in Western discourse. Fanon (2001) argued that the past was marked 

by dignity, glory, and solemnity rather than anything to be ashamed of. The assertion of a past national 

culture not only serves to redeem that nation but also supports the expectation of a future national culture 

(p. 169). In his approach to celebrating native culture, Chinua Achebe unearths the glorious past of 

Nigeria through the authentic portrayal of pre-colonial Igbo culture. He champions the fact that "there 

was nothing to be ashamed of" in the pre-colonial past of Igbo society. 

     Furthermore, the stereotypes that Europeans had long held about native Africans are dispelled in 

Achebe's Things Fall Apart. As Chinua Achebe was able to distinguish clearly between Igboland before 

and after colonization, he provided a clearer explanation of the significance and authenticity of Igbo 

customs. His method of distinguishing between pre-colonial and colonial periods is ideal for his goal of 

writing back the history of the Igbo people's lost customs and culture. 

     In conclusion, a postcolonial approach to Things Fall Apart allows readers to analyze the novel's 

depiction of the impact of colonialism on African culture and society. By examining the clash between 

traditional values and the imposition of European ideas, the novel portrays the erosion of identity, the 

dismantling of community structures, and the struggle for survival faced by the Igbo people. Through 

this approach, readers gain a deeper understanding of the far-reaching consequences of colonization and 

the resilience of those who endured its effects. 

3.3. Things Fall Apart: Background of the Novel: 

     Written by Chinua Achebe in 1958, Things Fall Apart served as a response to Joseph Conrad's Heart 

of Darkness, which portrayed Africa as a primitive, uncultured counterpoint to Europe. African natives 

were depicted in European accounts of the continent as uncivilized, linguistically deficient, and socially 

backward. Consequently, Achebe sought to give voice to marginalized and mistreated colonial subjects 

while providing a comprehensive understanding of African culture. Set in the 1890s, Things Fall Apart 

depicts the conflict between traditional Igbo culture and the white colonial government of Nigeria. 

Chinua Achebe carefully portrays the intricate, sophisticated social structures and artistic traditions of 

Igbo culture before its contact with Europeans. By writing Things Fall Apart in English, Achebe hoped 

his book would counter past colonial narratives about Africa. Achebe believed that cultural revitalization 

could be accomplished through the English language, enabling him to incorporate Igbo vocabulary into 

the story and capture the cadence of the Igbo language. 

     The novel focuses on the life of Okonkwo, a highly respected warrior and leader in the fictional Igbo 

village of Umuofia. Okonkwo's life is governed by the values and traditions of his people, which center 



 

 

 

on strength, bravery, and masculinity. The novel explores Okonkwo's struggle to live up to his cultural 

expectations and maintain his position in the community. One of the central themes is the collision of 

traditional African culture with the forces of colonialism and Christianity. The arrival of British 

missionaries, with their attempts to introduce Christianity and European ideals, disrupts the social and 

cultural fabric of Umuofia. This clash of cultures leads to tension, conflict, and ultimately the downfall 

of Okonkwo and his village. 

     Achebe's novel also delves into the complexities of Igbo society, exploring the beliefs, customs, and 

social structures that dominated traditional Nigerian villages. It highlights the importance of oral 

tradition, the role of elders and ancestors, the significance of yam farming, and the deep spirituality that 

permeates daily life. 

     Things Fall Apart is not only an exploration of Nigerian history and culture but also a critique of 

colonialism and the destructive impact it had on indigenous societies. The novel portrays the loss of 

identity and the erasure of traditional practices that occurred with the arrival of British colonizers. 

Additionally, the novel provides a window into the complexities of pre-colonial Nigerian society and 

offers a thought-provoking examination of the consequences of colonialism. It has become a seminal 

work in African literature, drawing worldwide attention to Nigerian culture and history. 

3.4. Things Fall Apart: Plot Summary: 

     In Things Fall Apart, Achebe introduces the protagonist, Okonkwo, and begins depicting the rich 

cultural and social fabric of Igbo society in pre-colonial Nigeria. This early section sets the stage for 

countering colonial stereotypes by presenting a detailed, authentic portrayal of African traditions, 

implicitly challenging the "tales" invented by colonizers about African cultures being primitive or 

inferior. For example, Achebe describes Okonkwo's status and the communal values of Umuofia, which 

directly contrasts with Eurocentric misrepresentations (Achebe, 1958, p. 3). 

     Okonkwo's life is heavily influenced by his fear of becoming like his father, whom he views as weak 

and unsuccessful. Determined to distance himself from any form of weakness, Okonkwo becomes 

highly ambitious and strives to earn respect and wealth to prove his worth. He accomplishes this by 

winning battles, gaining titles, and accumulating vast yam fields and multiple wives. 

     As the story progresses, Okonkwo becomes increasingly rigid in his adherence to tribal customs and 

traditions, refusing to adapt to changing times. However, the arrival of white missionaries and colonial 

administrators disrupts the traditional African way of life and challenges the cultural values and beliefs 

of the Umuofia community. 

     Okonkwo fiercely resists the encroachment of the missionaries, viewing their influence as a threat to 

Umuofia's identity and independence. Unfortunately, his stubbornness and resistance prove futile as 



 

 

 

more tribe members begin converting to Christianity due to the missionaries' promises of education, 

progress, and liberation from certain tribal customs. 

     As Okonkwo realizes that his efforts to resist change are ineffective, he becomes increasingly 

desperate and resorts to violence. Tragedy strikes when Okonkwo kills a British messenger sent to stop 

a tribal meeting. Realizing that his people will not rally behind him to initiate a full-scale rebellion 

against the colonial powers, Okonkwo, feeling utterly defeated and betrayed, takes his own life. His 

suicide symbolically represents the collapse of traditional African society and the loss of its cultural 

integrity. 

     Things Fall Apart explores themes of cultural clash, the destructive effects of colonization, the 

fragility of masculinity, and the consequences of refusing to adapt to changing circumstances. It 

demonstrates the complexity and beauty of African culture while portraying the devastating effects of 

external influences on indigenous communities. 

4. Pre-colonial Igbo Society in Things Fall Apart: 

     Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart provides a vivid portrayal of Igbo society in pre-colonial Nigeria, 

specifically in the village of Umuofia, before the arrival of British missionaries. The novel explores the 

complexity of Igbo culture, highlighting its social structure, religious beliefs, economic systems, and 

cultural practices. Below is an analysis of the key aspects of Igbo society as depicted in the novel before 

European influence disrupted its fabric. 

 Decentralized Governance: 

• Village-Based System: Igbo society, as portrayed in the novel, operates without a centralized 

authority or king. Each village, such as Umuofia, functions as an independent unit with its own 

governance system. Decisions are made collectively, emphasizing community consensus over 

hierarchical rule; (Achebe, 1958, p. 11) 

• Elders and Ndichie: The council of elders, known as the Ndichie, holds significant influence. 

These are respected men of high status, often titled individuals, who convene to settle disputes, 

make decisions on communal matters, and uphold customary laws. For example, in the novel, 

the elders gather to address issues like Okonkwo’s accidental killing of a clansman; (Achebe, 

1958, p. 124) 

• No Hereditary Leadership: Leadership is not hereditary but earned through personal 

achievements, such as wealth, bravery, or wisdom. Titles like Ozo signify status and influence, 

but they are acquired through effort and resources, not birthright. (Achebe, 1958, p. 8) 

➢ Democratic Decision-Making: 



 

 

 

• Village Assemblies: Major decisions are made in village assemblies where freeborn adult males 

can speak. These gatherings, as seen in Umuofia, allow open discussion, with decisions often 

reached through consensus. For instance, the community debates whether to go to war or seek 

peace in response to the killing of a woman from Umuofia; (Achebe, 1958, p. 11) 

• Role of Oratory: Eloquence and persuasive speech are highly valued. Influential figures like 

Ogbuefi Ezeugo use oratory to rally the community, as seen when he incites action against the 

Mbaino for a crime; (Achebe, 1958, p. 11) 

• Checks and Balances: No single individual holds absolute power. The elders, priests, and titled 

men share authority, and their decisions are subject to the will of the community and the 

guidance of spiritual forces. (Achebe, 1958, p. 93) 

➢ Judicial System: 

• Customary Law: Disputes are resolved through customary practices, often mediated by the 

egwugwu or elders. The judicial process is public and aims for reconciliation rather than 

punishment, as seen in the case of Uzowulu’s domestic dispute, where the goal is to restore 

harmony; (Achebe, 1958, p. 93) 

• Collective Responsibility: The community enforces justice collectively. For example, when 

Okonkwo violates the Week of Peace, he is fined, and the punishment is upheld to appease the 

earth goddess Ani. (Achebe, 1958, p. 31) 

➢ Gender Dynamics in Politics: 

• Patriarchal Structure: The political system is male-dominated, with women excluded from 

formal leadership roles. However, women hold spiritual influence, as seen with Chielo, the 

priestess, whose authority as the Oracle’s voice can supersede male leaders; (Achebe, 1958, p. 

101) 

• Matriarchal Elements: The earth goddess Ani and other female deities underscore a spiritual 

reverence for femininity, indirectly influencing political decisions. (Achebe, 1958, p. 31) 

 

➢ Conflict Resolution and Warfare: 

• Diplomacy Over War: The Igbo prioritize diplomacy to maintain peace between villages. 

When Mbaino kills an Umuofian woman, they negotiate compensation (a virgin and a boy, 

Ikemefuna) rather than immediately resorting to war; (Achebe, 1958, p. 12) 



 

 

 

• Warrior Culture: While diplomacy is preferred, the Igbo value martial prowess. Warriors like 

Okonkwo gain political influence through their exploits, and the community’s readiness for war 

strengthens its autonomy. (Achebe, 1958, p. 3) 

     The political structure of Igbo society in Things Fall Apart is a complex, decentralized system that 

balances individual merit, communal consensus, and spiritual guidance. It is democratic in its inclusivity 

of freeborn men and reliance on consensus, yet stratified by wealth, titles, and gender. The absence of a 

centralized authority allows flexibility but also makes the society vulnerable to disruption, as later seen 

with the arrival of British missionaries and colonial forces, which challenge the Igbo’s traditional 

governance and values. 

 Social Structure and Hierarchy 

     Igbo society in Things Fall Apart is patriarchal yet meritocratic, with a clear social hierarchy based 

on personal achievement, wealth, and titles. The society values individual effort, as seen in the 

protagonist Okonkwo’s rise from poverty to prominence through hard work and determination. 

• Titles and Prestige: Status is earned through the acquisition of titles, which are tied to wealth 

and social standing. Men like Okonkwo take titles such as Ozo, which require significant 

resources, like yams or cowries, to attain. These titles confer respect and influence, as seen in 

the reverence given to titled men during village gatherings; (Achebe, 1958, p. 8) 

• Gender Roles: Gender roles are rigid, with men holding primary authority. Men are expected 

to be strong, provide for their families, and participate in communal decision-making. Women, 

while respected as mothers and caretakers, have limited public authority. For example, 

Okonkwo’s harsh treatment of his wives reflects the patriarchal norms, though women like 

Chielo, the priestess, hold spiritual influence; (Achebe, 1958, p. 15) 

• Elders and Governance: The village is governed by a council of elders and titled men, who 

deliberate on matters like disputes and communal decisions. The egwugwu, masked ancestral 

spirits, also play a judicial role, resolving conflicts and maintaining order, as seen in the trial of 

Uzowulu for domestic abuse; (Achebe, 1958, pp. 87-94) 

• Achievement-Based Status: The Igbo political system rewards individual merit. Okonkwo, 

despite his father’s lowly status, rises to prominence through hard work, farming success, and 

warrior prowess. Wealth (measured in yams, wives, and titles) grants influence in political 

matters. (Achebe, 1958, p. 8) 

 Religious and Spiritual Beliefs: 

     Religion is central to Igbo society, permeating daily life and decision-making. The Igbo practice a 

polytheistic religion with a pantheon of gods and spirits, alongside a deep reverence for ancestors. 



 

 

 

• Chukwu and Lesser Deities: Chukwu is the supreme god, but lesser deities like Agbala (the 

Oracle) and Ani (the earth goddess) are more directly involved in village life. The Oracle of the 

Hills and Caves, served by Chielo, is consulted for guidance, reflecting the community’s 

reliance on divine wisdom; (Achebe, 1958, pp. 100-5) 

• Ancestral Worship: Ancestors are believed to influence the living, and the egwugwu embody 

their spirits during ceremonies and trials. This connection to ancestors reinforces cultural 

continuity and respect for tradition; (Okeke, Ibenwa, and Okeke, 2017, p. 4) 

• Taboos and Rituals: The Igbo adhere to strict taboos, such as the prohibition against killing a 

clansman, and rituals like the Week of Peace, which honors Ani. Violations, like Okonkwo’s 

accidental killing of Ezeudu’s son, lead to severe consequences, such as exile, underscoring the 

society’s emphasis on spiritual balance; (Achebe, 1958, pp. 124-5) 

• Oracles and Priests: The political structure is intertwined with religion. The Oracle of the Hills 

and Caves, served by priestesses like Chielo, provides divine guidance on major decisions, such 

as matters of war or justice. For example, the Oracle’s pronouncements are unquestioned when 

it demands Ikemefuna’s death; (Achebe, 1958, pp. 58-9) 

• Ancestral Spirits: The egwugwu, masked figures representing ancestral spirits, serve as a 

judicial body. They settle disputes and enforce customary law, blending spiritual authority with 

political governance. Their decisions, as seen in the trial of Uzowulu, carry weight because they 

are perceived as divine; (Achebe, 1958, pp. 68-9) 

• Sacred Laws: Political decisions are guided by taboos and customs believed to be sanctioned 

by the gods, ensuring adherence to moral and social codes. (Ikenga, 2010, pp. 8-9) 

 Economic Systems 

     The Igbo economy is primarily agrarian, with yams as the staple crop and a symbol of wealth and 

masculinity. 

• Yam Cultivation: Yams are the backbone of the economy, and success in farming determines 

social standing. Okonkwo’s early struggles with poor harvests highlight the challenges of yam 

farming, while his eventual success underscores its importance; (Ikenna, 2021, pp. 62-3) 

• Trade and Wealth: Cowries serve as currency, and trade with neighboring villages sustains the 

economy. Wealth is measured in yams, wives, and titles, as seen in Okonkwo’s ambition to 

accumulate these markers of success; (Cosmas, 2015, pp. 310-1) 

• Communal Labor: Farming and other tasks often involve communal effort, such as barn-

raising or clearing land, reflecting the collective spirit of the Igbo. (Cosmas, 2015, pp. 315-6) 

 Cultural Practices and Traditions 



 

 

 

     Igbo society is rich with customs that reinforce community bonds and individual identity. 

• Marriage and Family: Polygamy is common, with men taking multiple wives based on their 

wealth. Marriage negotiations involve bride price, as seen in Obierika’s daughter’s betrothal. 

Family units are extended, including multiple generations living together; (Achebe, 1958, pp. 

85-7) 

• Festivals and Ceremonies: Events like the New Yam Festival and wrestling matches are central 

to Igbo culture, fostering unity and celebrating achievements. Wrestling, in particular, is a rite 

of passage for young men, as evidenced by Okonkwo’s fame as a wrestler; (Achebe, 1958, p. 

3) 

• Justice and Conflict Resolution: The Igbo have a sophisticated system for resolving disputes, 

often through the egwugwu or village assemblies. Punishments, like Okonkwo’s exile, are 

enforced to maintain social harmony. (Achebe, 1958, pp. 84-124) 

 Strengths and Flaws of Igbo Society 

     Achebe presents Igbo society as vibrant and complex, with strengths in its communal solidarity, 

respect for tradition, and merit-based hierarchy. However, it also has flaws, such as rigid gender roles, 

harsh punishments (e.g., the abandonment of twins), and an unforgiving stance toward failure, as seen 

in Okonkwo’s fear of being perceived as weak like his father, Unoka. 

• Strengths: The society’s emphasis on community, spirituality, and achievement fosters 

resilience and cohesion. The egwugwu and Oracle provide a structured yet flexible system for 

justice and guidance; 

• Flaws: The patriarchal structure marginalizes women, and certain practices, like the treatment 

of osu (outcasts) or the killing of Ikemefuna, reveal moral tensions. Okonkwo’s rigid adherence 

to masculine ideals also highlights the society’s intolerance for perceived weakness. 

     Before the arrival of British missionaries, Igbo society in Things Fall Apart is depicted as a dynamic, 

self-sustaining system with a rich cultural, spiritual, and economic life. While its strengths lie in its 

communal values and structured governance, its rigidity and harsh customs foreshadow vulnerabilities 

that colonial influence will exploit. Achebe’s portrayal is neither romanticized nor overly critical, 

offering a balanced view of a society on the brink of transformation. 

5. Post-colonial Igbo Society in Things Fall Apart: 

     Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart provides a profound exploration of the Igbo society’s 

transformation following the arrival of British missionaries in the late 19th century. The novel captures 

the cultural, social, and spiritual disruptions caused by colonial intervention, highlighting the erosion of 

traditional Igbo values and structures. Below is an analysis of the changes in Igbo society post-



 

 

 

missionary arrival, focusing on key themes such as religion, social hierarchy, justice, and cultural 

disintegration. 

 Political structure: 

     In Things Fall Apart, the arrival of British missionaries and colonial authorities fundamentally 

disrupts the traditional political structure of Igbo society, as depicted in Umuofia and surrounding 

villages. Below is an analysis of the changes and dynamics in the Igbo political structure after the British 

missionaries arrive, focusing on the novel’s portrayal. 

➢ Erosion of Traditional Authority: 

• Undermining Elders and Ndichie: The British colonial administration introduces a centralized 

authority that overrides the traditional council of elders (Ndichie). The District Commissioner 

and colonial courts supplant the elders’ role in decision-making and dispute resolution. For 

example, the arrest and humiliation of Umuofia’s leaders, including Okonkwo, for burning the 

church demonstrate the colonial power’s disregard for traditional authority; (Achebe, 1958, pp. 

144-6) 

• Disruption of the Egwugwu: The egwugwu, the masked ancestral spirits who served as a 

judicial body, lose their sacred and political influence. When Enoch unmasks an egwugwu, it is 

a direct attack on the spiritual-political system, weakening its legitimacy and causing communal 

outrage. The colonial authorities’ failure to recognize the egwugwu’s authority further erodes 

their role. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 186-7) 

➢ Imposition of Colonial Governance: 

• Centralized Authority: The British establish a hierarchical system with the District 

Commissioner as the ultimate authority. This contrasts sharply with the Igbo’s decentralized, 

consensus-based governance. The Commissioner’s court in Umuofia imposes foreign laws, 

ignoring customary practices, as seen when Igbo leaders are jailed without traditional mediation; 

(Achebe, 1994, pp. 194-6) 

• Native Courts and Warrant Chiefs: The colonial system introduces native courts staffed by 

locals who align with British interests, often individuals of low traditional status (e.g., outcasts 

or opportunists). These figures wield power not through communal respect or merit, as in the 

traditional system, but through colonial backing, creating a new, alien political hierarchy. 

(Achebe, 1994, pp. 174-5)  

➢ Impact of Christianity on Political Dynamics: 

• Division within the Community: The missionaries’ spread of Christianity creates internal 

divisions, weakening the collective unity central to Igbo governance. Converts, including 



 

 

 

outcasts (osu) and individuals like Nwoye, reject traditional beliefs, undermining the spiritual-

political authority of oracles and priests. This schism reduces the community’s ability to resist 

colonial influence cohesively; (Achebe, 1994, pp. 144-151)  

• Church as a Parallel Authority: The mission establishes a rival power structure, with the 

church acting as a moral and social authority. Converts look to missionaries like Mr. Brown or 

Mr. Smith for guidance, bypassing traditional leaders. The church’s influence grows as it 

provides education and social mobility, attracting those marginalized by the Igbo system. 

(Achebe, 1994, pp. 151-155)  

➢ Loss of Judicial Autonomy: 

• Colonial Courts: Traditional judicial processes, such as those conducted by the egwugwu or 

elders, are replaced by colonial courts that enforce British laws. These courts disregard Igbo 

customs, as seen in the arbitrary fines and punishments imposed on Umuofia’s leaders. This 

shift alienates the community from its own justice system; (Achebe, 1994, pp. 194-6) 

• Punitive Measures: The colonial response to resistance, such as the imprisonment and flogging 

of Igbo leaders, introduces a new form of punitive justice alien to the Igbo’s reconciliatory 

approach. This breeds resentment and powerlessness, as traditional mechanisms for conflict 

resolution are rendered obsolete. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 194-6)  

➢ Economic and Social Shifts Affecting Political Power: 

• Economic Disruption: The introduction of a cash economy and trade with the British 

undermines the traditional wealth system based on yams and titles. New economic 

opportunities, such as those offered through mission schools, shift influence to converts and 

those aligned with the colonial system, diminishing the political clout of titled men like 

Okonkwo; (Achebe, 1994, pp. 181-3)  

• Social Mobility for Outcasts: The osu and other marginalized groups gain status through 

conversion, as Christianity offers them equality denied in the traditional system. This upends 

the meritocratic yet stratified Igbo political order, creating new power dynamics that favor 

colonial allies. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 154-6) 

 

➢ Resistance and Collapse of Traditional Politics: 

• Failed Resistance: The Igbo attempt to resist colonial encroachment, as seen when Umuofia 

burns the church in response to Enoch’s sacrilege. However, the colonial authorities’ superior 

force and strategic arrests crush this resistance, highlighting the Igbo system’s inability to 

counter external power; (Achebe, 1994, pp. 189-190) 



 

 

 

• Okonkwo’s Defiance: Okonkwo’s killing of a colonial messenger represents a final, futile 

attempt to restore traditional authority through warrior values. His suicide underscores the 

collapse of the Igbo political structure, as even its strongest defenders cannot adapt to the new 

reality. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 204-5) 

➢ Gender and Spiritual Dimensions: 

• Decline of Spiritual Authority: The Oracle and priestesses like Chielo lose influence as 

Christianity challenges the Igbo spiritual-political framework. The gods, once central to 

governance, are dismissed by converts and colonial officials, stripping the political system of 

its sacred foundation; (Achebe, 1994, pp. 144-156) 

• Continued Marginalization of Women: While the traditional system was patriarchal, women 

like Chielo held spiritual influence. The colonial system offers no equivalent role, further 

marginalizing women in the new political order, except as converts within the church. (Achebe, 

1994, pp. 99-106) 

     The arrival of British missionaries and colonial authorities in Things Fall Apart dismantles the 

decentralized, consensus-driven, and spiritually grounded political structure of Igbo society. The 

imposition of centralized colonial governance, Christian influence, and foreign judicial systems erodes 

the authority of elders, egwugwu, and oracles, while creating divisions within the community. The 

traditional meritocracy is replaced by a system favoring colonial allies, and resistance proves ineffective 

against overwhelming external power. By the novel’s end, the Igbo political structure is fractured, with 

figures like Okonkwo unable to reconcile their values with the new order, symbolized by the District 

Commissioner’s dismissive plan to write about Umuofia in his book. 

 Religious Transformation and Conflict 

     The introduction of Christianity by British missionaries fundamentally challenges the Igbo’s 

traditional religious practices. The Igbo religion, rooted in polytheism and ancestor worship, is deeply 

communal, with gods like Chukwu and spirits guiding societal norms. The missionaries’ monotheistic 

Christian doctrine, which dismisses Igbo gods as false, creates a rift within the community. 

• Conversion and Division: The missionaries attract marginalized groups, such as the osu 

(outcasts) and those dissatisfied with Igbo customs, like Nwoye, Okonkwo’s son. Nwoye’s 

conversion reflects his rejection of the rigid masculinity and harsh practices (e.g., the killing of 

Ikemefuna) upheld by Igbo tradition. This shift fragments families and clans, as converts adopt 

new identities, often rejecting their cultural heritage; (Achebe, 1994, pp. 144-156) 

• Destruction of Sacred Symbols: The burning of the church by Okonkwo and other clan 

members, followed by the destruction of the sacred python by a convert, symbolizes the 



 

 

 

escalating conflict between the two belief systems. These acts provoke retaliation from the 

colonial administration, further weakening Igbo autonomy. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 185-194) 

 Disruption of Social Hierarchy: 

     Igbo society is structured around a meritocratic system where status is earned through personal 

achievements, such as Okonkwo’s rise from poverty to prominence. The arrival of missionaries and 

colonial authorities undermines this system. 

• Erosion of Traditional Authority: The missionaries introduce a new power structure backed 

by colonial governance. The District Commissioner’s authority supersedes that of Igbo elders, 

diminishing the influence of titled men and clan leaders. For instance, Okonkwo’s imprisonment 

and humiliation by colonial officials highlight the loss of traditional power; (Achebe, 1994, pp. 

194-6) 

• Empowerment of Marginalized Groups: Christianity offers social mobility to those excluded 

by Igbo norms, such as the osu, who gain status within the church. This shift challenges the 

rigid social stratification, causing resentment among traditionalists who view it as an affront to 

their values. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 155-7) 

 Changes in Justice and Governance: 

     The Igbo justice system, governed by the egwugwu (masked ancestral spirits) and communal 

consensus, is replaced by colonial laws, which are alien and often arbitrary to the Igbo. 

• Colonial Legal Imposition: The colonial administration’s courts and prisons disregard Igbo 

customs, such as the communal resolution of disputes. The imprisonment of Okonkwo and other 

leaders for burning the church exemplifies this clash, as the Igbo are subjected to punishments 

they do not understand; (Achebe, 1994, pp. 194-6) 

• Loss of Autonomy: The introduction of taxes and colonial bureaucracy further erodes Igbo self-

governance. The Igbo’s inability to resist these impositions underscores their diminishing 

control over their society. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 199-201) 

 

 Cultural Disintegration and Loss of Identity: 

     The missionaries’ influence accelerates the erosion of Igbo cultural practices, leading to a broader 

disintegration of communal identity. 

• Language and Education: Mission schools introduce English and Western education, which 

alienate converts from their oral traditions and Igbo language. This shift creates a cultural divide, 



 

 

 

as educated converts adopt colonial values, further distancing them from their roots; (Achebe, 

1994, pp. 151-183) 

• Fragmentation of Community: The novel’s title, Things Fall Apart, reflects the unraveling of 

Igbo cohesion. The clan’s inability to unite against external forces—due to internal divisions 

and differing responses to colonialism—leads to its downfall. Okonkwo’s suicide, a taboo in 

Igbo culture, symbolizes the ultimate collapse of traditional values under colonial pressure; 

(Achebe, 1994, pp. 203-9) 

• Generational Conflicts: One of the most significant themes in Things Fall Apart is the 

generational conflict that emerges as a result of colonial influence. The novel portrays younger 

generations as more willing to embrace colonial culture and Christianity, often in rebellion 

against traditional authority. Okonkwo's son Nwoye represents this generational shift, finding 

in Christianity an alternative to the harsh masculinity demanded by traditional society. (Achebe, 

1994, pp. 147-153) 

The character of Nwoye illustrates the complex psychology of cultural transformation. His 

conversion to Christianity is motivated not merely by religious conviction but by his rejection 

of traditional practices that he finds disturbing, particularly the killing of Ikemefuna and the 

abandonment of twin babies. The novel suggests that colonial culture appeals to those who are 

alienated by certain aspects of traditional society. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 61-2) 

The generational conflict depicted in the novel reflects broader patterns of cultural change in 

colonized societies. Young people, having less investment in traditional power structures and 

facing limited opportunities within them, often become agents of cultural transformation. This 

dynamic creates profound tensions within families and communities, as illustrated by the 

relationship between Okonkwo and his children. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 147-8) 

• Forms of Resistance and Accommodation: Achebe's novel presents a spectrum of responses 

to colonial intrusion, ranging from violent resistance to accommodation and collaboration. 

Okonkwo represents the most extreme form of resistance, ultimately choosing death rather than 

submission to colonial authority. His suicide serves as both an act of defiance and a tragic 

acknowledgment of the impossibility of returning to the pre-colonial past. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 

207-9) 

Other characters represent different strategies for dealing with colonial pressure. Obierika 

embodies a more pragmatic approach, seeking to understand and adapt to changing 

circumstances while maintaining cultural integrity. His thoughtful analysis of colonial impact 

and his attempts to preserve traditional values while acknowledging new realities represent a 

more nuanced form of resistance. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 125-6) 



 

 

 

The novel also depicts forms of accommodation and collaboration, particularly among those 

who benefit from colonial rule. The converts to Christianity and those who work within the 

colonial system represent pragmatic responses to changing circumstances, though the novel 

suggests that such accommodation comes at the cost of cultural authenticity and community 

solidarity. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 151-4) 

• The Transformation of Traditional Institutions: The novel illustrates how colonial presence 

systematically undermines traditional institutions even when it does not directly attack them. 

The authority of the council of elders diminishes as colonial courts provide alternative venues 

for dispute resolution. The significance of titles and traditional honors decreases as new forms 

of status and authority emerge through colonial systems. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 176-197) 

Religious transformation represents perhaps the most profound change depicted in the novel. 

The conversion of community members to Christianity creates fundamental questions about the 

validity of traditional beliefs and practices. The burning of shrines and the desecration of sacred 

places represent symbolic victories for colonial culture over traditional religion. (Achebe, 1994, 

pp. 178-191) 

The novel shows how economic relationships change under colonial influence. The introduction 

of a cash economy and wage labor alters traditional patterns of reciprocity and mutual 

obligation. The emphasis on individual accumulation rather than community welfare transforms 

social relationships and creates new forms of inequality and competition. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 

176-8) 

 Psychological and Individual Impact: 

Okonkwo: A Symbol of Resistance: Okonkwo embodies the Igbo’s resistance to change, 

clinging to traditional values of masculinity, strength, and honor. His tragic end underscores the 

futility of individual resistance against the overwhelming force of colonial intervention. 

Okonkwo's character serves as a lens through which to examine the psychological impact of 

colonialism on individuals caught between traditional and modern worlds. His rigid adherence 

to traditional masculine values and his inability to adapt to changing circumstances make him a 

tragic figure whose personal destruction mirrors the broader cultural catastrophe experienced 

by his society. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 204-5) 

Okonkwo's exile and return illustrate the disorienting effect of rapid cultural change. During his 

seven-year absence, his community undergoes fundamental transformation, leaving him a 

stranger in his own homeland. This experience of cultural alienation represents a common 

response to colonial disruption and helps explain the psychological trauma associated with 

cultural displacement. (Achebe,1994, pp. 131-2) 



 

 

 

Unlike characters like Obierika, who grapple with adapting to change, Okonkwo refuses to 

compromise, viewing adaptation as weakness. His actions, such as killing the court messenger, 

reflect his desperate attempt to preserve Igbo traditions. (Achebe, 1994, p. 199) 

Okonkwo’s downfall mirrors the broader tragedy of Igbo society. His suicide, an act condemned 

by his culture, signifies the loss of the very values he sought to uphold, highlighting the 

devastating impact of colonialism. (Achebe, 1994, pp. 207-8) 

The novel presents Okonkwo's tragedy as both personal and representative. His fear of weakness 

and failure, rooted in his reaction to his father's perceived inadequacies, becomes maladaptive 

in a changing world that requires flexibility and accommodation. His violent response to 

colonial authority ultimately leads to his isolation from his community and his self-destruction. 

(Achebe, 1994, p. 153) 

• Identity Crisis and Cultural Displacement: The novel explores themes of identity crisis and 

cultural displacement that result from colonial encounter. Characters struggle to maintain 

cultural authenticity while adapting to new circumstances, creating psychological tension and 

uncertainty about personal and collective identity. The question of who one is becomes 

problematic when traditional sources of identity are challenged or invalidated. (Achebe, 1994, 

pp. 147-153) 

Nwoye's identity transformation illustrates the possibilities and costs of cultural change. His 

adoption of Christianity and Western education provides him with new opportunities but also 

alienates him from his family and traditional community. The novel suggests that such 

transformations, while offering individual benefits, contribute to the broader fragmentation of 

traditional society. (Achebe, 1958, pp. 114-5) 

The theme of naming in the novel reflects broader issues of identity and cultural transformation. 

Nwoye's adoption of the Christian name Isaac symbolizes his rejection of traditional identity 

and his embrace of colonial culture. Similarly, the mispronunciation and simplification of Igbo 

names by colonial officials represents the broader erasure of cultural specificity under colonial 

rule. (Achebe, 1958, p. 152) 

     The arrival of British missionaries in Things Fall Apart catalyzes profound changes in Igbo society, 

disrupting its religious, social, and judicial systems. The imposition of Christianity and colonial 

governance erodes traditional structures, leading to cultural disintegration and loss of autonomy. Achebe 

portrays this clash not as a simple binary between Igbo tradition and Western modernity but as a complex 

tragedy, where internal divisions and external pressures combine to unravel a vibrant society. 

Okonkwo’s personal struggle reflects the broader societal collapse, making Things Fall Apart a poignant 

critique of colonialism’s destructive legacy. 



 

 

 

6. Conclusion: 

     Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart provides a nuanced and sophisticated analysis of the impact of 

British colonialism on Igbo society in late 19th-century Nigeria. Through careful attention to cultural 

detail and psychological complexity, the novel demonstrates how colonialism represents not merely 

political domination but a comprehensive assault on indigenous ways of life that results in profound 

cultural transformation. 

     The novel's portrayal of pre-colonial Igbo society challenges colonial stereotypes by presenting a 

civilization that is sophisticated, dynamic, and morally complex. The detailed depiction of social 

organization, religious beliefs, economic systems, and cultural practices establishes the richness and 

validity of traditional African civilization, countering colonial narratives that portrayed Africa as 

primitive or backward. 

     The analysis of colonial impact reveals the systematic nature of cultural disruption and the multiple 

mechanisms through which colonial forces achieved dominance. The novel shows how missionary 

activity, administrative changes, legal innovations, and economic transformations worked together to 

undermine traditional authority and create new forms of social organization based on colonial models. 

     The psychological and individual impact of colonialism, as illustrated through Okonkwo's tragic 

story, demonstrates the personal costs of cultural transformation and the difficulties faced by individuals 

caught between traditional and modern worlds. The novel's treatment of generational conflict, identity 

crisis, and cultural displacement provides insight into the ongoing effects of colonial experience on 

individual and collective identity. 

Achebe's linguistic and narrative strategies serve important political and cultural functions, preserving 

elements of Igbo oral tradition while making them accessible to international audiences. The novel's 

hybrid language and carefully controlled narrative perspective allow it to serve both as cultural 

preservation and cross-cultural communication. 

     The enduring relevance of Things Fall Apart lies in its sophisticated analysis of cultural encounter 

and transformation. The novel provides insights into processes of cultural change that remain relevant 

in contemporary discussions of globalization, development, and cultural identity. Its influence on 

African literature and postcolonial studies has been profound, establishing it as a foundational text for 

understanding the colonial experience and its aftermath. 

     The novel's greatest achievement may be its demonstration that literature can serve as both art and 

cultural politics, providing aesthetic pleasure while advancing important arguments about history, 

identity, and power. Achebe's masterpiece remains a powerful testament to the complexity of human 

experience and the resilience of cultural traditions in the face of systematic assault. 



 

 

 

     Through its detailed portrayal of one specific cultural encounter, Things Fall Apart illuminates 

universal themes about tradition and change, power and resistance, individual and community. The 

novel's continued relevance across different cultural contexts and historical periods demonstrates the 

power of literature to transcend its specific origins while remaining deeply rooted in particular cultural 

experiences. 
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