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When Things Fall Apart is a seminal work by Nigerian author Chinua Achebe, published in 1958. It
is often regarded as one of the most important novels in African literature and has played a pivotal
role in shaping the narrative around post-colonial African identity. Through the story of Okonkwo, a
proud and ambitious Igbo leader, Achebe explores themes of tradition, change, and the clash
between indigenous cultures and colonial influences. This article delves into the novel’s plot, themes,
characters, and its lasting impact on literature and society.

Plot Summary

When Things Fall Apart follows the life of Okonkwo, a respected leader in the Umuofia clan of the Igbo
people. The novel is set in pre-colonial Nigeria and spans the events leading up to and following the
arrival of British colonizers and Christian missionaries.

Okonkwo's Rise and Fall

- Background: Okonkwo is determined to rise above the legacy of his father, Unoka, who was known
for his laziness and failure. He works tirelessly to become a successful farmer and warrior.
- Achievements: He earns fame and respect through his wrestling victories and by accumulating
wealth. His household is large, and he takes multiple wives, which signifies his status.
- Tragedy: Despite his success, Okonkwo is deeply flawed. His fear of being perceived as weak drives
him to commit acts of violence and harshness, particularly towards his family.

The Arrival of Colonial Forces

As the British colonizers begin to encroach upon Igbo society, traditional ways of life are threatened.

- Christian Missionaries: The arrival of missionaries introduces new religious beliefs, leading to
divisions within the community. Some villagers convert, while others resist the changes.
- Cultural Clash: The Igbo social structure is challenged, as colonial rule undermines traditional
authority and values. The introduction of Western education and religion creates a rift between
generations.

The Climax and Resolution

- Okonkwo's Downfall: In a series of tragic events, Okonkwo’s inability to adapt to the changing
circumstances leads to his ultimate demise. His refusal to participate in the new order results in
alienation.
- Suicide: In the end, Okonkwo takes his life, which is seen as the ultimate act of defiance against the
colonial forces that have dismantled his world.



Major Themes

When Things Fall Apart is rich in themes that reflect the complexities of cultural identity and the
impacts of colonialism.

The Clash of Cultures

The novel vividly portrays the conflict between traditional Igbo society and the forces of colonialism.

- Tradition vs. Change: Achebe highlights the struggle of individuals to maintain their cultural identity
in the face of external pressures. Okonkwo’s resistance to change symbolizes the broader struggle of
his people.
- Colonial Impact: The arrival of the British represents a significant disruption of the Igbo social fabric,
leading to identity crises and a loss of cultural heritage.


