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Things Fall Apart 

 Things Fall Apart, written by Chinua Achebe, told the story of the colonization of a tribe 

in Africa. Specifically, it told a story about a man named Okonkwo and the struggles he went 

through during his life. Achebe had an underlying meaning behind the story where it refers to 

how people in the western civilizations view Africa. 

 I think Achebe sets up what people in the western civilizations picture Africans to be like 

meaning uncivilized, poor, heathen, and living in bad conditions. But then he subtly includes 

things like a government, religion, and a form of currency in their society. An example, of how 

Achebe portrays that these two cultures have similar values, regardless of their differences, is the 

quote, “’If we leave our gods and follow your god,’ asked another man, ‘who will protect us 

from the anger of our neglected gods and ancestors?’” (1668). I thought he did this so people 

realize that what we have been taught about Africa is wrong. I saw this as a way of teaching 

people that we do in fact have one idea of what Africa must be like, but that’s not the case, 

because African tribes were very much similar to western civilizations. 

 I also believe that people don’t like dramatic change, and so Achebe included how 

western civilizations pictured Africa. People cling to what they know, and to take away what 

some people have known all their lives may have the opposite effect that he wanted. In order to 

get western civilizations to read his story, he had to include what they pictured, but he cleverly 

gave them insight to what Africa really was like. 
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 I found this story eye opening. I’ll admit to having the same view of Africa and Africans 

just as the westerners did. I know that I had gotten this image implanted in my brain over the 

years. As a child I had pictured Africa as a jungle with many different plants and animals. I 

thought the people were very tribal. I imagined them doing tribal dances, even sacrifices.  

 As I grew older, my view of Africa and the people living there changed. When I thought 

about Africa, I saw a poor continent that needed help. Their people were dying of disease and 

hunger; living conditions were horrible. I had gotten this idea from TV commercials asking to 

help save Africans. I found this to be a problem because the media was portraying this single 

idea of Africa to everyone who would pay attention to the media. I thought this affected many 

people along with their ideas. 

 Upon reading Things Fall Apart I saw more similarities between the western civilizations 

and African tribes. My view of Africa has changed. I now see people as human beings. Everyone 

is the same. African tribes still exist today, but I do understand that this does not mean they are 

uncivilized. I see now how wrong the depictions are of Africa. 

 I don’t blame Achebe for writing this story; in fact I praise him for it. Too many people 

are close-minded and I think that’s not right. We should be learning about the similarities 

between Africa and western civilizations, not making one seem inferior to the other. I think what 

Achebe did was a great idea, because he has opened peoples’ eyes to what they don’t want to 

see. His piece definitely opened my eyes. 

 There should be more stories, articles, poetry, etc that enforce this idea that not 

everything is in black and white; and what you may have grown up to know is not necessarily the 

truth. These ideas of reversing what people imagine Africa to be should be enforced at a young 
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age. Most people are exposed to these stereotypical images as children and it sticks with them as 

they grow older. 

 Another concept in Things Fall Apart is the idea of change and tradition. What Achebe 

shows the readers is how the colonization of the African tribes affected the people and the tribes. 

The western civilization tried to introduce other means of religion and currency in the African 

tribes. “’We have now built a church,’ said Mr. Kiaga, ’And we want you all to come in every 

seventh day to worship the true God’” (1669). Achebe showed how there was a constant battle 

going on in the tribes about people converting to Christianity. Okonkwo for one felt that the old 

traditions were better; he saw the colonization as blasphemy. Once he found out his son had been 

with the Christians, Okonkwo yelled at his son for answers as to where he was, and he even 

threatened to kill him (1670). 

 Achebe had another underlying message when he wrote about the colonization. In my 

opinion, I found Okonkwo as being a symbol for old tradition. When Okonkwo died, it 

symbolized the death of the old ways, and made it clear that the colonization had succeeded. 

Obierika said, “That man was one of the greatest men in Umuofia. You drove him to kill 

himself” (1693) to the District Commissioner. I think that by him saying that these westerners 

were the cause of Okonkwo’s death was Achebe’s way of showing his readers the example of 

how Okonkwo symbolized the death of traditions in Umuofia.  

 With that being said, I thought it showed how people lost sight of what Africa was really 

like and instead, people from the western civilizations portrayed Africans as uncivilized before 

they were colonized. Ironically enough, Achebe shows his reader that before Africa was 

colonized, there was rules set in place, a government, religion, education, etc. African tribes did 

in fact have all the components that make up a civilized society; the problem westerners had was 
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seeing things in that way, because they weren’t familiar with the tribes’ customs. For that reason, 

they felt they had to colonize Africa and change their old ways into those of the western 

civilizations. 

 That is why I feel like there was such a big controversy with change and tradition 

throughout the story. I also saw how the change and tradition featured in the story ties into what 

people go through today. As I previously stated, people today have a single idea of what Africa 

is like, as well as the people living there. These are what our traditional views are and this is 

what can be considered the old ways. Ironically enough, Achebe seeks to “colonize” our minds 

into what Africa really is like. Through this story, he seeks to change our opinion of Africa, but 

because people have trouble letting go of their old ways, we still have trouble getting this new 

image of Africa, that Achebe tries to show us, through our head. 

 I think that eventually our traditional image of Africa will die just as the old ways 

Okonkwo held onto in Things Fall Apart. The only thing I find contradicting in this analogy is 

the idea that in Achebe’s story, colonizing Africa and changing the traditional ways of the tribes 

was actually considered a bad thing. But when you think about the reason why Achebe wrote the 

story, that being to change our depiction of Africa, changing the old ways are actually seen as a 

good thing. 

 Overall, I think what Achebe is trying to portray through his story is important. I feel like 

this story should be taught to younger students so we could get rid of the stereotypical view of 

Africa. Achebe included several underlying messages to get through to the reader and have them 

really see what Africans were like before the colonization. They weren’t just heathen or 

primitive beings. They had a society run by the same values and concepts as the westerners, even 

though what they believed in was different. 


