Things Fall Apart Reading Guide

Part One (chapters 1-13):

· What do you learn about Okokwo’s character and achievements in this chapter?

· What do you learn about his father, Ukoka?  How has Okonkwo been affected by his father’s character?

· What are your first impressions of the African society that is described in the novel? Comment on village life, work, and entertainment.

· Describe the narrator of the story.  How would you describe this narrative voice, its point of view, its values and perspectives?  

· Consider the impact of Achebe’s use of African English.  What is the effect on you, as a Western outsider to Ibo culture?

· Note how the ritual for sharing kola is described without being explained.  Why do you think Achebe does this?

· One of the most famous lines of the novel is “proverbs are the palm oil with which words are eaten.” What does this mean?  

· Briefly explain the crisis that has occurred between Umuofia and the neighboring village of Mbaino.  How is the crisis resolved?

· What do we find out about Okonkwo’s family?

· What effect does night have on the people?  What do they fear? 

· In what ways does Okonkwo overcompensate for his father’s weaknesses?  In what ways is this presented as unusual for his culture?  What is his attitude toward women?  Why does he dislike his son Nwoye so much?

· What seems to be Achebe’s attitude toward this culture so far?  Is his depiction of it an ideal one?  Can you cite any passages which imply a critical attitude?
· Compare Obierika to Okonkwo.  

· What crime causes Okokwo to be reprimanded?  What does it tell you about the values of the culture?  

· What is Okonkwo’s attitude toward men who are less successful than him?

· Why is the Week of Peace an important custom in the community?

· What role does Chielo play in the village?

· How are white men first introduced into the story?  Why might Africans suppose that they have no toes?  What sorts of attitudes do the Africans express about white men?

· What effect does Ikemefuna’s death have on Nwoye?  How does Okonkwo react to his death?

· What do you learn about the customs involved in preparing for a wedding?

· What does the story of Ezinma tell us about the customs and beliefs of this society?

· What does the gathering of the elders and egwugwu show about the system of justice in this community?  The roles of men and women?
· What is the moral of the fable of the tortoise?  What values does it reflect?  What does the incident involving the priestess of Agbala reflect about the values of the culture?

· What different side of Okonkwo’s character do we see now?

· What aspects of pre-colonial Ibo culture does Achebe seem to question or criticize?  How does Achebe use characters like Obierika, Okonkwo, and Nwoye to offer such social criticism of Ibo society?  How do the people of Umuofia react to change?

· What rituals and customs are involved in Ezeudu’s funeral?  What crime does Okonkwo commit during the proceedings?  What punishment does he receive and why is it necessary according to the beliefs of the tribe?

· Describe your initial reading experience to Part I—how are you responding to this exposure to traditional Ibo culture and people?  Why do you think you are responding as you are?  What seems most different and/or foreign to you?  What seems most similar and/or familiar to you?
