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Chinua Achebe: A Biographical Sketch

When the elephant passes, knives of myriad shapes and sizes
slash away their chunks from its mammoth sides. When a great
hero is celebrated, various sages offer a festival of encomiums
for his great exploits. When the maiden product of a literary
Iroko turns golden, the literary birds come to perch and to sing.
For, it is impossible to separate the man from his art, especially
when that artistic product has become a world classic, the
exponent of the quintessential African fiction and the trail-
blazer and prototype of the postcolonial novel. We celebrate
fifty years of Things Fall Apart and we celebrate the creator of
Things Fall Apart, Albert Chinualumogu Achebe. The story of
this great and universal man of letters; this master of story-
telling; this front-liner teacher of African values, lore and mores
has been told and re-told, leaving ever so much yet to be told.
Every new and sharp knife finds fresh and lean mear to chisel
in great chunks.

Chinua Achebe, as he later preferred to be, and is known,
was born into an emerging world of cultural syneretism—an
age in which colonialism was taking its firm root and the
indigenous culture was being greatly assailed to the extent that
things began to fall apart—things are still prophetically and
uncannily falling apart in Nigeria, in Africa and in the globe.
Thus, Isaiah Okafo and Janet N. Achebe, who fetched Chinua
to the world on November 16, 1930 in Ogidi, Anambra State,
Nigeria, were both Christians. But the environment to which
he was born was a thriving cauldron of indigenous Igbo culture,
where the masquerade cults were vibrant, and where proverbs
provided the tasty oil with which yams of words were eaten.
Thirty-one years later, in 1961, he married Christie Chinwe
Okoli, who bore him ‘God’s Bits of Wood—Chinelo, Ikechukwu,
Chidi and Nwando. Chinua Achebe attended Government
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College, Umuahia between 1944 and 1947 and received the
Bachelor of Arts degree from the University of London in 1953,
having studied English, History and Philosophy at the University
College, Ibadan, where his peers of the literary fraternity, Wole
Soyinka, J.B Clark, Christopher Okigbo also studied.

We celebrate Achebe because he cleared the path and carved
a canon for the germination and blossoming of modern African
fiction. He is not the first Nigerian novelist. Cyprian Ekwensi
and Amos Tutuola wrote their first novels before him. But it
was Things Fall Apart that provided the counter-factual response
to the colonialist paternalistic perception of Africa—as we
found in the racist fiction of Joyce Cary in Mister Johnson and
Joseph Conrad in Heart of Darkness. Heart of Darkness was
regarded as a classic European novel which gave the imperialist
perspective of Africa. Things Fall Apart is the classic African
novel which gave a fitting reconstruction of that pejoration.
He reconstructed and transmuted the conventions, canons and
aesthetics of the novel, a European art, into African Literature
which carries Al * can thought, African message, African rhythm
and flow, while profoundly enriching that language in a way
no English man could ever do with his own language.

We serenade Achebe today because he gave the pristine form
and essence to p stcolonial literature. In Things Fall Apart, all
the post-colonial nations find a mirror into their own history,
life and culture before and around colonialism. As Maya
Angelou aptly a erts, in Things Fall Apart, ‘All readers meet
their brothers, s: ers, parents, friends and themselves along
Nigerian roads’,

Chinua Achei s Things Fali Apart is one of the few novels
which have been translated into about fifty other languages
across the world, with many more to come. Other great works
of art and polemics that have flowed from the mighty pen of
this one of the greatest writers of the rwentieth century include
No Longer at Ease, 1966, The Sacrificial Fgg and Other Stories,
1962, Arro' of God, 1964, A Man of the People, 1966, Chike and
the River, 1966, Beware, Soul-Brother and Other Poems, 1971,
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How the Leopard Got His Claws (with John Iroaganachi), 1972,
Girls at War, 1973, Christmas at Biafra, and Other Poems, 1973,
Morning Yet on Creation Day, 1975, The Flute, 1975, The Drum,
1978, Don’t Let Him Die: An Anthology of Memorial Poems for
Christopher Okigbo (editor with Dubem Okafor), 1978, Aka Weta:
An Anthology of Igbo Poetry (co-editor), 1982, The Trouble With
Nigeria, 1984, African Short Stories, 1984, Anthills of the
Savannah, 1988, Hopes and Impediments, 1988.

Based on a citation delivered by Prof. Olu Obafemi at The Night
of Tributes held in Abuja on the 17th of April, 2008,
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Introduction: Chinua Achebe:
The Marking of a Legend

In the life of communities, nations or the global community,
persons have occasionally emerged who are endowed with rare
and extraordinary talent, wisdom, courage, charisma, creative
and analytic intelligence or divine insight whose singular historic
roles have left long-lasting legacies. Ancient Egypt boasts of
the highly spiritual and intellectual Pharaoh, Amenhothep IV
while Ancient Greecerhad such immortals as the philosophers,
Socrates, Plato and Aristotle, all of whose teachings contributed
towards the laying of a foundation for modern democratic
principles, and who ceaselessly questioned the corruption and
excesses of the polity of their day. In the world of Christianity,
Jesus the Christ is seen as God’s son sent to save sinful humanity
from damnation while Moslems hold onto Prophet Mohammed
as the last messenger from God sent to rescue and lead strayed
humanity from its ailing morality back to salvation. In Europe
of the 15th century, Martin Luther emerged with his Protestant
Reformation against what he considered the excesses of the
Catholic faith of his time. And in the sphere of economics, we
have had in our modern time the likes of Adam Smith and Karl
Marx, whose contrasting economic ideologies have shaped
modern humankind’s economic and political thought. In the
world of science, there have been such immortals as the Polish
Nicolaus Copernicus whose heliocentric theory — the principle
that the sun, rather than the earth, is the centre of the universe,
and Albert Einstein, a scientist, philosopher and conscience of
the last century, whose Special Theory of Relativity represented
by the formula E=mc?led to the invention of the atom bomb.
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16  Themes Fall Apart but the Centre Holds

There had also been Charles Darwin and his theory of evolution,
which has continued to stir up controversies on many
intellectual fronts including race, religion and science.

In the sphere of politics, there have been such legends as
China’s Mao-Zedong (Tse-Tung), the unrivalled Argentine
revolutionary of the last Century, Ernesto “Che” Guevara, who
participated in revolutions in many Latin American and African
countries, particularly Congo and Angola; and there has been
the great Indian sage, Mahatma Gandhi, who won indepen-
dence for India using as tool his philosophy of Satyagraha (his
version of ahimsa or non-violence) and laid the foundation for
India’s  attainment of autarky through the introduction of the
Swadeshi ideology (love of things locally produced) in 1905.
The American Abraham Lincoln, the great abolitionists such
as Frederick Douglas and William Wilberforce; the Congolese
Patrice Lumumba, whose assassination in the early 1960s
triggered the country’s sleeplessness of over forty years; the
South African Nelson Mandela and Burkina Faso’s Thomas
Sankara.

While these individuals have immortalized themselves in
varying degrees and spheres of human endeavour, particularly
politics, economics, the sciences and philosophy, there have also
been men and women who have carved their names in
humanity’s immortal memory through their rare ingenuity in
creative imagination. These are men and women whose
immortal creative works have reached the acme of excellence
in their potency to teach, delight, identify with their community’s
aspirations, arouse a sense of national pride and identity and
have conduced to the shaping of human thoughts, actions and
patterns of living. When, during the Norman domination of
England, the French language eclipsed English in official
communication, in the court, and as a medium of education,
the great English writer, Geoffrey Chaucer’s decision to write
in the then ‘rustic’ language (English of the day) became a
major factor that conduced to the re-emergence of the Anglo-
Saxon tongue, which has become a world language today.
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Similarly, William Shakespeare has remained England’s single
tree that has made a forest in which humanity of all climes and
time has hunted for wisdom, elegant quotations, understanding
of human life, inspiration and ethical precepts.

Ancient Greece was a great empire, but without the literary
legacies of Homer and Sophocles, the empire would be like a
machine without grease, bones without flesh or a body without
a soul. Herman Melville’s great epic, Moby Dick and the
contributions of the poet, Walt Whitman, define the U.S8.’s spirit
and aspirations the same way as Elias Lonnrot’s world classic,
The Kalevala, does for Finland, which celebrates Kalevala Day
nationally every “February 28, the date of Lonnrot’s 1835’s
preface”. Also among these immortal trees is Rabindranath
Tagore, the Indian great writer who was the first Asian to win
the Nobel Prize for Literature, and who was the only person so
far to write the national anthem of three different countries.
In the same manner that decaying Greece empire whetted the
philosophical intellect of her great philosophers, and the ills of
the various climes and times of the world gave birth to the
messiahs and prophets; and in the same manner that the
economic, scientific, political and social conditions and
challenges of the day galvanized the emergence of Copernicus,
Galileo Galilei, Guevara, Chaucer, Wilberforce, Melville and
Lonnrot, World War Il galvanized the agitations by Britain’s
former colonies for the independence of their countries.

While the Mahatma Gandhis, the Kwame Nkrumahs, the
Nnamdi Azikiwes and the Jomo Kenyattas struggled on the
political flank and followed paths considered auspicious for
each country’s peculiar situation of thralldom, the intellectual
front, which subsumes cultural production, provided the
intellectual fervor and steam that interrogated the basis for
one people’s predatory domination of another. Perhaps it is
necessary to peoint out that the dividing line between the
intellectual and the political classes at this time was blurred
since the nationalists who fought for independence were also,
generally, each nation’s early reapers from the formal western
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education which the colonial masters provided.

Yet, within the potpourri named the intellectual class, there
was the family of cultural producers who included novelists,
journalists, playwrights, music producers, actors, fine artists,
literary critics and scholars. Facing these early modern cultural
producers was the challenge of interrogating and correcting
the (mis)representations of the dominated peoples’ worldviews,
cultures and mores in the existing triumphalist literary works
by writers from the dominating West; creating works that more
faithfully reflected the world of the dominated based on the
pre-colonial order of their societies; and projecting the new
creations to the wider world. In the sphere of musical
production, a leading example, most ironically though, came
from one of Africa’s worst dictators, Mobutu Sese Seko, whose
authenticity programme vielded Africa’s classical music as
exemplified in the likes of the legend, Franco Luambo Makiadi
(popularly known by the name of his band, Ok Jazz) and Dr.
Nico. In the literary arts, this spirit of renaissance produced a
robust generation of African writers who aligned their craft
with the peculiar colonial circumstances of their countries or
regions. Thus, while the issue of cultural rebirth was central to
the West African writer, whether in French or English, land
was the central issue to the East African writer. South Africa
had the unique problem of apartheid which lingered till about
the mid-1990s, and this engaged the attention of creative writers
from this country who bravely and gallantly spread the woes
of the ugly system to the rest of the world through their writing.

It is at the centre of this huge forest of African, and indeed
global, postcolonial cultural producers that stood a gargantuan
iroko tree, Chinua Achebe, with his very first novel, Things Fall
Apart, which has become a world classic serving as a rallying
flag for Nigerian and African cultural rebirth and revitalization,
in the mould of Elias Lonnrot’s great epic, The Kalevala, or
Herman Melville’s Moby Dick. Restating the greatness of Chinua
Achebe as a world literary legend, or of his Things Fall Apart as
a world-class literary canon in this introduction is unnecessary
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since the author’s biographical sketch is available in the volume,
and the various faculties in which the work has earned its
legendary status have been robustly dealt with in most of the
contributions in the book. Nevertheless, a few overarching
clarifications need to be made and some information provided
on some of the residual issues raised in this volume.

Things Fall Apart was published in June, 1958, over seventy
years after the 1884-85 Berlin Conference at which some
European countries partitioned Africa among themselves based
purely on economic considerations; and 1958 was also two
years before Chinua Achebe’s country, Nigeria, secured her flag
of independence from Britain on October 1, 1960. In temporal
provenance, the novel focuses on the representative Igbo world
before and following the partition, but before independence.
In the order of the chronology of the events surrounding this
encounter, Things Fall Apart’s younger siblings, Arrow of God
and No Longer at Ease, are engaged mainly with the events
after the mincing up of the continent. It is, hence, in its return
to the pre-colonial Igbo society and its recreation of this violated
past to reveal its sense of order, communal ethos and challenges
that Things Fall Apart qualifies as a truly postcolonial novel.
The point being made here is that postcoloniality is not
necessarily defined in the simplistic sense of that which comes
dafter independence, but rather in the sense of that which seeks
to recreate what had been lost to colonialism in such a manner
as to revitalize the once-colonized.

As a foremost African novel to provide a clearest picture of
this past world through the life of Umuofia, a small Igbo
community and its neighbours, and as a novel which has
begotten several other African novels in the same narrative
tradition, Things Fall Apart’s attainment of 50 years since its
publication in 1958 was one literary event which celebration
in 2008 was global. Indeed, so ubiquitous were the conferences,
symposia, workshops and seminars on this novel that most
Nigerian and African literary scholars in the Diaspora, as well
as non-African specialists in African literature were in short
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supply as keynote speakers in different parts of the world.

In Nigeria, Achebe’s own country, many of the departments
involved with English and Literary studies in the nation’s
universities and other tertiary institutions equally organized
various scholarly fora to mark 50 years of this great literary
- work beginning, perhaps, with the February distinguished
lecture organized by the Department of English, University of
Uyo, at which Nigeria’s eminent literary scholar and critic,
Professor Dan S. Izevbaye, opened new grounds on the novel,
which he christened “The Untold Stories”. Subsequently, the
Department of English, the University of Ibadan, also organized
a similar event. But the mega event or series of events to mark
50 years of this work were those organized by the Association
of Nigerian Authors (ANA), which took place at various
locations in the country including Lagos, Abuja, Ibadan, Awka,
Ogidi and the University of Nigeria, Nsukka campus, which
was Achebe’s last place of work in Nigeria.

The thrust of the Nsukka event was an international
colloquium which became a global eisteddfod featuring a
universe of literary scholars, critics, writers, dancers and flutists.
This event, which made the Nsukka campus of the University
beehive-busy between April 25 and 26, yielded a plethora of
fresh, revitalizing and diverse (re)interpretations of this 50-
year-old work. It is some of these fresh perspectives that have
been selected and edited to constitute this book.

One necessary clarification to make is on the number of
languages into which Things Fall Apart has been translated,
While most of the contributors whose submissions made this
publication have indicated some 50 languages, Professor
Emmanuel Obiechina, whose brief but important remarks at
the Nsukka gathering are not included here, provided facts and
statistics showing that the novel had made it into over 60
languages worldwide as at 2008, and that it had been listed
among canonical school texts in many countries, including
the U.K and the U.S. In this regard, and especially considering
the virgin areas and insights on display in this volume, it is
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difficult to resist hinting at the status of this work as a world
classic even if tangentially; and this is, perhaps, best illustrated
by the story in the novel itself of

a wealthy man who set before his guests a mound of foo-foo
so high that those who sat on one side could not see what
was happening on the other, and it was not until late in the
evening that one of them saw for the first time his in-law
who had arrived during the course of the meal and had fallen
to on the opposite side. It was only then that they exchanged
greetings and shook hands over what was left of the food

(p. 26).

As with this story in the novel, Things Fall Apart itself has
continued to feed new insights, new issues and new themes
into discerning critics beginning from 1958 till date. Perhaps a
brief mention of some of these recent illuminations which fall
outside the orbit of this volume will make the picture clearer
and more holistic. In his lecture at the University of Uyo,
Izevbaye, for instance, points out that Things Fall Apart’s “earliest
readings were responses to the novel’s account of Africa’s
colonial past and the problem of the African image and
identity”. Izevbaye tells us, however, that in time there emerged
the stock perspective of the reading which “sees in the novel’s
structure a greater adherence to Yeats’ vision of civilizations
spiraling out of control to be replaced by the discipline of
younger civilizations than earlier critics had emphasized”. This
reading, Izevbaye further expatiates, “encouraged readers to
emphasize the novel’s concern with historic events that would
bring Africa out of its provincial isolation” (p.7). Other critical
perspectives, Izevbaye notes, were offered by Obumselu, Irele
and Jeyifo in this passage of time from 1958 till date, all of
which differ from one another and adjust to emerging contexts
in the nation’s material world. This is illustrated by Jeyifo’s
“reading of the novel as a cultural event to be aligned with a
parallel event, the multinational exploitation of Niger Delta
oil” (Irele, p. 8), and Irele’s own reading in the lecture as a
celebration of free speech in a typical democratic setting. And,
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at the international colloquium itself, Odia Ofeimun, whose
remarks did not come in the form of a formal paper presenta-
tion, reinterpreted the character, Unoka, most admirably as a
great artist whose role in the Umuofia world, as in today’s,
was misconceived and not properly appreciated. In Ofeimun’s
view, Unoka is not a failure when it is understood that as an
artist who masterfully entertains with his flute, it was wrong
for society to expect him to also excel in other more physically
demanding secular tasks such as farming, hunting or warring.
And Ofeimun concluded by alluding to the pertinent issue of
how much our writers would produce today if their creative
energies and time were not being dissipated into struggling to
eke out a living through other jobs as it has been expected of
the great flutist, Unoka, in Things Fall Apart.

Izevbaye’s and Ofeimun’s contributions are not published
in this volume, but since the volume is all about the celebration
of one novel’s greatness, we consider these views as necessary
intrusions which conduce to the attempt to present a holistic
picture of the great epic, Things Fall Apart. The insights from
this invaluable digression thus validate TFA as Achebe’s meal
to humanity which, in diachronic terms, exceeds the proverbial
mound of foo-foo presented in the novel itself. For, after 50
years of continuous eating, the mound of literary foo-foo has
not gone near being exhausted. It still challenges its eaters with
more for their critical consumption.

And in a synchronic sense, the diversity of themes, issues
and perspectives in this single volume signals that this mound
of literary foo-foo might not be exhausted or even acquire an
odour of staleness in the next 50 years. Among the striking
thrusts here are the arguments that Umuofia, not Okonkwo, is
the protagonist of TFA; the minor characters, not Okonkwo,
are the propellers of action and events in the novel; the readings
of the novel from an ecocritical perspective, as anti-women,
and as children-centred; and in one instance, at least, there is
an observation of failure in certain aspects of the narrative
enterprise, which has been aped by some of Achebe’s Nigerian
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successors in the craft. Yet, in spite of this great diversity of
perspectives, views and attitudes, there is the consensus that
Things Fall Apart is a great, iconic work of art, a world-class
classic of all time. This is what has informed our christening
this volume of contributions Themes Fall Apart but the Centre
Holds = 50 Seasons of Achebe’s Things Fall Apart.

We now enter some delicate and slippery ground: the issue
of whether Chinua Achebe is the leading African novelist, father
of modern African writer or not. This has been one recurring
issue in African literary discourses of recent, including in some
of the contributions in this volume. Our position here is that
the frenetic frenzy with which the proponents and opponents
of this status for Achebe have canvassed their arguments is
dispensable. The emergence of a rare figure in the life of
communities, nations or the global community who deserves
the sobriquet of father of a nation, or of a foremost member
(primus inter pares) of a coterie with a commeon cause is not
usually done by legislation, lobbying or agitation. The fellow
simply emerges, contributes extraordinarily, sometimes
involving risk to his/her life, and becomes the rallying point
for the community, nation or cause. Such a figure need not
have been a loner or necessarily the first to start the cause for
which s/he is eventually adjudged the foremost in. Mohandas
Karamchand Gandhi (Mahatma Gandhi) is generally referred
to as the father of modern India. But he neither fought alone
nor was he the first to begin the agitation for India’s freedom
from British rule. The Congolese musical maestro, Franco
Luambo Makiadi, is commonly described as the father of
modern African music, but neither in his Democratic Republic
of the Congo nor in the whole of Africa of his days was he
alone. Ernesto Che Guevara is often cited as the most remarkable
revolutionary of the last century, but he always operated in
concert with other revolutionaries, including with Fidel and
Raul Castro of Cuba, for example. Copernicus is known for his
advancing the helioncentric theory, but he was preceded on
this path by the Greek Philolaus (c480 — 385BCE), Heraclides
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Ponticus (387 — 312BCE) and Aristarchus of Samos (310 — 230
BCE). Nelson Mandela is seen today as the father of modern
South Africa, but he was neither the only figure nor the first in
the anti-apartheid struggle. In the days of Nigeria’s Gani
Fawehinmi, there were other activists such as Abubakar Umar,
Femi Falana, Yohana Madaki and several others, but Gani’s
pre-eminence among them left no one in doubt, neither was it
agitated for. Similarly, Chinua Achebe was not the first Nigerian
or African novelist, and he worked as a team with other
pioneering African writers in the fight against colonialism and
for the re-validation of African identity. But these factors of his
not being alone or the first need not deprive him of any of
these sobriquets if his contributions deserve them. And it would
seem to diminish his status if it would be suggested at any time
that Achebe earned his sobriquets only through the advocacy
of any loyal intellectual gladiators of his or through debates.
We think this issue should be best left to time to decide.

Our position is anchored on the fact that a creative work,
by its nature, is like a boy beginning a distant journey, who is
seen off by a group comprising his parents, siblings, friends
and friendly neighbours. It is when all these withdraw and the
boy is weaned for the journey that his true character as a brave
or weak, well or badly brought up child manifests. It is then we
know how road-wise the boy can be. While the boy is yet in the
companion of his parents, siblings, friends or good neighbours,
his real character traits may be subdued or exaggerated by the
presence of these companions; and, on the other hand, the boy’s
companions’ detractors may-transfer some hostility or envy to
him. Our view is, hence, that Achebe’s literary oeuvre and his
contributions to the growth of modern African literature will
get their correct measure of praise and fame when their present
guardian angels and those pricking them with cruel needles
have all withdrawn, leaving his oeuvre and role as autotelic
entities to journey on their own across time.

Finally on this point is the fact that as with most legends
and their legendary humility, Achebe himself would most likely
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prefer to see himself as a part of a broom that killed a giant fly
rather than singling himself out as the strongest stick in the
bundle which smashed the fly’s head. Or how else can we
interpret his promethean role of galvanizing other African
writers into the wordsmith craft as the founding editor of
Heinemann African Writers Series, and his founding the
Association of Nigerian Authors (ANA), both of which were
processes of opening the doors for all who care and can to
come in?

The present volume opens with Ernest Emenyonu’s essay,
“Things Fall Apart: Chinua Achebe’s ‘Mustard Seed”. As the text
of the keynote address at the Nsukka colloquium, the essay is
an omnibus encapsulation of crucial issues surrounding the
circumstances of the procreation, birth, naming ceremony and
reception of this great work and its great author by the world
literary community. In the motif of mustard seed Emenyonu
highlights particularly Achebe’s own initial uncertainty about
the project, the initial hostility that greeted Things Fall Apart,
especially from the Western critics and the novel’s eventual
growth into becoming one of the finest works of prose in the
English language in the 20th Century. Emenyonu also delves
somewhat tangentially into the issue of Achebe’s role and stature
among other African novelists, raising and or responding to
the question of the reference to Achebe as the “father of African
literature”. He also laments government’s hostile or indifferent
attitudes to creative writing in the country, in general, which
has manifested in such cases as the brutal killing of the late
Ken Saro-Wiwa, the well known hostility to Wole Soyinka, the
disdainful treatment meted out to the corpse of the late Flora
Nwapa at Owerri and the freshest example of government’s
total absence from the celebration of Things Fall Apart at 50, in
spite of the event’s global waves in 2008. Emenyonu’s
contribution is ended with appeals to various bodies and
institutions to immortalize Achebe’s legacies and do more for
literary creativity in the country.

Did being the founding editor of Heinemann African Writers
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Series give Chinua Achebe and his friends and school mates
any undue privilege to promote their own writings over those
of other African writers considered to belong outside this circle?
What criteria are used in judging and considering a work as a
classic? These are the issues to which Osita Ezeliora reacts in
his contribution, “Modern African Literature and the Making
of its Classics”. Ezeliora dives into the tedious process of making
African literature a sub-strand of the general process of
canonizing literary texts. He further discusses the issue of what
being African entails, showing, as an illustration, the shift of
White South Africans from their earlier reference to themselves
as Europeans to their present calling of themselves “White South
Africans”.

In the next paper, “Nothing Fell Apart: Irony and the
Surprise of Order in Things Fall Apart”, J. O. J. Nwachukwu-
Agbada moves into the home of irony as a literary term, and
proffers its various definitions and types such as irony of events,
situational irony, cosmic irony or irony of fate, dramatic irony
and dramatized irony, each of which he illustrates with apt
and generous examples from the iconic text, Things Fall Apart.
His conclusion is, hence, that “Nothing indeed fell apart! Apart
from the surprise of order and integrity which Things Fall Apart
enjoys, the falling apart of ‘things’ in Umuofia ought to have
been expected. It is always expected that old order changeth,
giving rise to new. That is in the affairs of humankind”.

Before ecocriticism became popular in Nigeria, and indeed
in the world, Achebe’s Things Fall Apart had fore-campaigned
for the environment. This is the position taken by Aliyu Salisu
Barau in his cqontribution, “Bridge-building Between Literature
and Environmental Values of Africa — Lessons from Things Fall
Apart.” Barau shows quite convincingly how Things Fall Apart
achieves a balance between the environment and development,
focusing on the principle of environmental sustainability. His
essay pays particular attention to the notion of locale or setting,
the celebration of nature and its beauty and wonders, as well
as the mystery and fear of nature, environmental hazards,
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environmental law and policy, and substantiates all these with
examples from Things Fall Apart.

Barau’s argument is shared by Nchoujie Agustine, who in
a separate presentation entitled “Things Fall Apart Fifty Years
After: An Ecocritical Reading”, interprets the novel from an
ecocritical perspective. Moving from overarching background
information on ecocriticism, Augustine shows, through various
concrete incidents from the novel, why Things Fall Apart should
best be appreciated as a work of art which central concern is
protection of the natural environment. Specifically, he offers
exceptionally refreshing insight into the role of the evil forest,
the medicinal value of the flora, Okonkwo’s harsh reaction to
the cutting of just a banana leaf, man’s helpless dependence
on nature as the failure of the rains jeopardize lives in the
community and, of course, Okonkwo’s final exit via the agency
of a tree.

There is yet the position that children are indeed a major
issue in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart. This is the contention of
Obiajulu A. Emejulu and Uchenna David Uwakwe in their
presentation, “Glimpses and Voices of Children in Things Fall
Apart”. The two contributors have isolated various episodes
from the novel to illustrate its special place for children. Some
of these are the many children stories such as the chick and the
cockerel, the sad story of one child, Ikemefuna, and other
moonlight tales and aspects of child socialization in the work.

Emejulu and Uwakwe’s perspective is shared by Eugenia
Abu, who, in her paper, “Things Fall Apart and the Nigerian
Child”, argues that Things Fall Apart is “deeply connected to the
Nigerian child” in the sense that the typical Nigerian child is
one who excels against all odds wherever s/he finds herself/
himself. Abu, however, laments the increasingly poor reading
culture among the Nigerian children of today, as against what
obtained in the past. She particularly laments that American
pop culture has become the passion of many a Nigerian child,
and is fast replacing our indigenous African culture and ways
of life. Abu highlights a rich array of proverbs from the novel,
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which she argues, are more graceful ways of speaking as
Africans than the modern westernized trends.

Things Fall Apart has been translated into some world
languages under the title Okonkwo. This is certainly because
of the perceived central role of this character in the novel. But
in his paper in this volume, Debasish Chattopadhyay argues
that it is indeed the “marginal figures in the novel who, more
than anyone else (Okonkwo included), help Achebe frame the
Ibo society in all its particularity [and] contribute to the
exposition of the protagonist [Okonkwo], and are finally
responsible for the downfall of the embodiment of Ibo values
in the novel”. Some of these minor characters are Unoka,
Nwoye, Obierika, Uchendu, Ikemefuna, Ezinma and Agbala.
Chattopadhyay sees Okonkwo as a character whose fate in the
novel is helplessly manipulated by a concatenation of these
subaltern characters.

While also following the direction that Okonkwo is not the
hero of Things Fall Apart, Umelo Ojinmah believes, however,
that Umuofia is the real hero of the work. Seeing the
individualistic Okonkwo as a deviant from the rather communal
and highly republican Igbo/Umuocfia worldview, Ojinmah points
to Ogbuefi Ezeudu and Obierika as the truer representatives of
Igbo culture and world in Things Fall Apart than Okonkwo is,
and yet Okonkwo rejects these two men'’s counsel with regard
to the-killing of Tkemefuna, He argues that contrary to the
classical (non-African) definition in which the tragic hero dies,
“in Igbo, and by extension African culture, the hero is not the
one who goes to war and dies, but the person who survives”.
Ojinmah thus contends that Umuofia, collectively, is the one
that survives the encounter with imperialism, not the
individualistic Okonkwo. The survival of Umuofia in this
corrosive contact with imperialism, hence, makes Umuofia,
rather Okonkwo, the hero of Things Fall Apart since Okonkwo
does not survive the encounter.

Arnold Udoka finds in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart
the rare vision of a writer who appreciates the role of dance in
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bringing about change in society. In his paper, he talks about
“dance as the tongue of the soul”, which “bears the nucleus of
community....” Revolving around what he describes as
‘choreocracy’ as a political philosophy, Udoka presents
meticulously the physicakshape of the ilo in Things Fall Apart
as designed for dance performances, and refers to Okonkwo’s
throwing of Amalinze the Cat in the great wrestling match,
which he includes among dance performances, as the primary
feat by Okonkwo that brings him fame. Udoka also interprets
the disruption of communal life in Mbanta, Umuofia and the
surrounding villages by the White man’s presence as the loss of
dance, hence, of the cultures of the communities. He ends with
some suggestions for the promotion of dance as an art and
philosophy in Nigeria.

One issue that has bothered many African scholars, critics,
linguists and even ordinary members of the public has been
the threat to African indigenous languages, especially given
the tendency among African cultural producers to prefer the
English language medium. This is the challenge that Moses
Terhemba Tsen6ngu has taken up boldly by translating Things
Fall Apart into Tiv language. His presentation here is an account
of the motivation, the process, theoretical issues and outcome
of this visionary effort. Entitled Kwagh u Okonkwo, the Tiv
version was completed in 2001, but Tsendngu reveals that the
book could not be published since then because of the well
known inclement publishing climate of the country, particularly
as it affects works with uncertain commercial viability.
Tsendngu notes that the acceptability and translatability of
Things Fall Apart into Tiv have been greatly enhanced by the
similarities between the Igho and Tiv cultures. The paper also
includes an excerpt of the Tiv version, which was used to test
the degree of accuracy of the novel in the target language (Tiv)
in relation to the source language (English).

Things Fall Apart is a great book, but perhaps apart from
scriptural writings, no book is perfect. This seems to be the
argument of Sule E. Egya in his presentation, “From Chinua



30 Themes Fall Apart but the Centre Holds

Achebe to Sefi Atta: The Novelist as Teacher”, which is a critical
examination of Achebe’s thesis that the African writer plays
the role of a teacher, particularly as espoused in his article,
“The Novelist as Teacher”. Egya argues that this notion, both
as it manifests in Things Fall Apart and as it does in the work of
some of Achebe’s followers, has affected negatively the narrative
technique of some of modern Nigerian prose fiction. He cites
specifically cases of authorial intrusion in both Things Fall Apart
and the work of a younger Nigerian writer, Sefi Atta’s
Everything Good Will Come, to anchor his argument.

The argument that Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart has a
clear patriarchal tinge is canvassed by Ajayi Temitayo Ebunolu
in her presentation. From a generous background explication
of literary terms such as feminism and womanism, Ebunola
moves to show, with concrete passages from the text, how the
female characters, particularly Ekwefi and Ezinma, are
marginalized in the novel. In her words, “Women are defined
in terms of their relations with men, and not in their own rights;
neither are they treated in multidimensional terms. There is
nothing to distinguish Okonkwo’s senior wife from Ojiugo, the
youngest. She remains anonymous, only known as Nwoye’s
mother”,

Kanchana Ugbabe’s contribution, “Re-reading the Iconic
Text, Things Fall Apart Fifty Years Hence — A Writer’s
Perspective”, re-echoes the importance of Things Fall Apart as a
postcolonial literary text which achieves the recovery of the
“voice of a people who have been silenced in history”. As her
springboard, Ugbabe revisits many of the European
misrepresentations of the African story to which Achebe and
other modern African writers have reacted, with Things Fall
Apart playing a leading role in this regard. She then offers
delicate minutiae of the novel to depict how Achebe in Things
Fall Apart, has recreated the past Igbo and African society as a
no less sophisticated world than any other, and which also had
its vicissitudes, throes, victories and moments of glory. Ugbabe
submits that “Achebe stands like a colossal, legendary tree with
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overhanging branches which provides room for hundreds of
birds to perch on”.

The last and certainly one of the papers with the highest
tellability degree in the volume is Charles E. Nnolim’s essay,
“Chinua Achebe: A Re-assessment”. The thrust of Nnolim’s
contribution is on Achebe’s preoccupation with the problem of
poor leadership, particularly in Nigeria. Asserting Achebe as
the father of the African novel, Nnolim identifies the author as
the pioneer in what has come to be known as “cultural
nationalism in Nigerian literature ...”, Nnolim then points out
Achebe’s concern with poor leadership to traverse both his
fictional and non-fictional works. In Achebe’s fictional works
beginning from Things Fall Apart to Anthills of the Savannah,
Nnolim argues that there is failure of leadership as we find in
Okonkwo, Ezeulu, Obi Okonkwo, Chief Nanga, His Excellency,
Sam. This same position is what Achebe re-emphasizes in his
non-fictional work, The Trouble with Nigeria, in which he places
his finger on poor leadership as the bane of the Nigerian state.
Nnolim interprets this consistent concern with leadership as a
demonstration of Achebe’s political commitment as an artist.
He submits, ‘“Achebe, in the end, is a writer of the political novel
whose end is utopian, because the goal towards which all his
novels tend is that golden era when the intellectual elite will
wrest politics from illiterate politicians and the military and
create an egalitarian society free from poor leadership, bribery
and corruption ...”

This logical link between Achebe’s art and his social vision
as shown by Nnolim explains our placing his contribution last
in the volume since it is almost unusual in Africa, in particular,
to discuss literature without relating the discussion to the
material world of the continent, or of the author’s own nation
or community. One reason for this is that the modern African
writer sees himself as heir to the singer in precolonial African
society, whose songs both praised and condemned. The singer
was therefore both an artist and a social critic of his world. He
was the mirror through which society saw itself, the conscience






