Things Fall Apart – Part 1 Passages for Close Reading

Name:_______________________

To prepare for today’s discussion, read and annotate each passage below with this question in mind:

In each passage, how does Chinua Achebe use specific language and literary techniques to
express his attitude toward both Okonkwo and Umuofian society?
(In other words, what does Achebe want us to think of both Okonkwo and Umuofian
society, and how does each passage contribute to our impressions of each?)
PASSAGE 1 – pg.3-8
Okonkwo was well known throughout the nine villages and even beyond. His fame rested on solid
personal achievements. As a young man of eighteen he had brought honor to his village by throwing Amalinze
the Cat. Amalinze was the great wrestler who for seven years was unbeaten, from Umuofia to Mbaino. He was
called the Cat because his back would never touch the earth. It was this man that Okonkwo threw in a fight
which the old men agreed was one of the fiercest since the founder of their town engaged a spirit of the wild
for seven days and seven nights.
The drums beat and the flutes sang and the spectators held their breath. Amalinze was a wily
craftsman, but Okonkwo was as slippery as a fish in water. Every nerve and every muscle stood out on their
arms, on their backs and their thighs, and one almost heard them stretching to breaking point. In the end
Okonkwo threw the Cat. That was many years ago, twenty years or more, and during this time Okonkwo's
fame had grown like a bush-fire in the harmattan. He was tall and huge, and his bushy eyebrows and wide
nose gave him a very severe look. He breathed heavily, and it was said that, when he slept, his wives and
children in their out-houses could hear him breathe. When he walked, his heels hardly touched the ground and
he seemed to walk on springs, as if he was going to pounce on somebody. And he did pounce on people quite
often. He had a slight stammer and whenever he was angry and could not get his words out quickly enough, he
would use his fists. He had no patience with unsuccessful men. He had had no patience with his father.
Unoka, for that was his father's name, had died ten years ago. In his day he was lazy and improvident
and was quite incapable of thinking about tomorrow. If any money came his way, and it seldom did, he
immediately bought gourds of palm-wine, called round his neighbors and made merry. He always said that
whenever he saw a dead man's mouth he saw the folly of not eating what one had in one's lifetime. Unoka
was, of course, a debtor, and he owed every neighbor some money, from a few cowries to quite substantial
amounts.
He was tall but very thin and had a slight stoop. He wore a haggard and mournful look except when he
was drinking or playing on his flute. He was very good on his flute, and his happiest moments were the two or
three moons after the harvest when the village musicians brought down their instruments, hung above the
fireplace. Unoka would play with them, his face beaming with blessedness and peace. Sometimes another
village would ask Unoka's band and their dancing egwugwu to come and stay with them and teach them their
tunes. They would go to such hosts for as long as three or four markets, making music and feasting. Unoka
loved the good fare and the good fellowship, and he loved this season of the year, when the rains had stopped
and the sun rose every morning with dazzling beauty. And it was not too hot either, because the cold and dry
harmattan wind was blowing down from the north. Some years the harmattan was very severe and a dense
haze hung on the atmosphere. Old men and children would then sit round log fires, warming their bodies.
Unoka loved it all, and he loved the first kites that returned with the dry season, and the children who sang
songs of welcome to them. He would remember his own childhood, how he had often wandered around
looking for a kite sailing leisurely against the blue sky. As soon as he found one he would sing with his whole
being, welcoming it back from its long, long journey, and asking it if it had brought home any lengths of cloth.
That was years ago, when he was young. Unoka, the grown-up, was a failure. He was poor and his wife
and children had barely enough to eat. People laughed at him because he was a loafer, and they swore never
to lend him any more money because he never paid back. But Unoka was such a man that he always
succeeded in borrowing more, and piling up his debts….
When Unoka died he had taken no title at all and he was heavily in debt. Any wonder then that his son
Okonkwo was ashamed of him? Fortunately, among these people a man was judged according to his worth
and not according to the worth of his father. Okonkwo was clearly cut out for great things. He was still young

but he had won fame as the greatest wrestler in the nine villages. He was a wealthy farmer and had two barns
full of yams, and had just married his third wife. To crown it all he had taken two titles and had shown
incredible prowess in two inter-tribal wars. And so although Okonkwo was still young, he was already one of
the greatest men of his time. Age was respected among his people, but achievement was revered. As the
elders said, if a child washed his hands he could eat with kings. Okonkwo had clearly washed his hands and so
he ate with kings and elders. And that was how he came to look after the doomed lad who was sacrificed to
the village of Umuofia by their neighbors to avoid war and bloodshed. The ill-fated lad was called Ikemefuna.
PASSAGE 2 – pg.13
Okonkwo ruled his household with a heavy hand. His wives, especially the youngest, lived in perpetual
fear of his fiery temper, and so did his little children. Perhaps down in his heart Okonkwo was not a cruel man.
But his whole life was dominated by fear, the fear of failure and of weakness. It was deeper and more intimate
than the fear of evil and capricious gods and of magic, the fear of the forest, and of nature, malevolent, red in
tooth and claw. Okonkwo’s fear was greater than these. It was not external, but lay deep within himself. It was
the fear of himself, lest he should be found to resemble his father. Even as a little boy he had resented his
father’s failure and weakness, and even now he still remembered how he had suffered when a playmate had
told him that his father was agbala. That was how Okonkwo first came to know that agbala was not only
another name for a woman, it could also mean a man who had taken to title. And so Okonkwo was ruled by
one passion–to hate everything that his father Unoka had loved. One of those things was gentleness and
another was idleness.
PASSAGE 3 – pg.61-62
As soon as his father walked in, that night, Nwoye knew that Ikemefuna had been killed, and
something seemed to give way inside him, like the snapping of a tightened bow. He did not cry. He just hung
limp. He had had the same kind of feeling not long ago, during the last harvest season. Every child loved the
harvest season. Those who were big enough to carry even a few yams in a tiny basket went with grownups to
the farm. And if they could not help in digging up the yams, they could gather firewood together for roasting
the ones that would be eaten there on the farm. This roasted yam soaked in red palm-oil and eaten in the
open farm was sweeter than any meal at home. It was after such a day at the farm during the last harvest that
Nwoye had felt for the first time a snapping inside him like the one he now felt. They were returning home
with baskets of yams from a distant farm across the stream when they heard the voice of an infant crying in
the thick forest. A sudden hush had fallen on the women, who had been talking, and they had quickened their
steps. Nwoye had heard that twins were put in earthenware pots and thrown away in the forest, but he had
never yet come across them. A vague chill had descended on him and his head had seemed to swell, like a
solitary walker at night who passes an evil spirit on the way. Then something had given way inside him. It
descended on him again, this feeling, when his father walked in, that night after killing Ikemefuna. (61-62)

PASSAGE 4 – pg.65-68
"When did you become a shivering old woman," Okonkwo asked himself, "you, who are known in all
the nine villages for your valor in war? How can a man who has killed five men in battle fall to pieces because
he has added a boy to their number? Okonkwo, you have become a woman indeed."
He sprang to his feet, hung his goatskin bag on his shoulder and went to visit his friend, Obierika.
Obierika was sitting outside under the shade of an orange tree making thatches from leaves of the
raffia-palm. He exchanged greetings with Okonkwo and led the way into his obi.
"I was coming over to see you as soon as I finished that thatch," he said, rubbing off the grains of sand
that clung to his thighs.
"Is it well?" Okonkwo asked.
"Yes," replied Obierika. "My daughter's suitor is coming today and I hope we will clinch the matter of
the bride-price. I want you to be there."

Just then Obierika's son, Maduka, came into the obi from outside, greeted Okonkwo and turned
towards the compound.
"Come and shake hands with me," Okonkwo said to the lad. "Your wrestling the other day gave me
much happiness." The boy smiled, shook hands with Okonkwo and went into the compound.
"He will do great things," Okonkwo said. "If I had a son like him I should be happy. I am worried about
Nwoye. A bowl of pounded yams can throw him in a wrestling match. His two younger brothers are more
promising. But I can tell you, Obierika, that my children do not resemble me. Where are the young suckers that
will grow when the old banana tree dies? If Ezinma had been a boy I would have been happier. She has the
right spirit."
"You worry yourself for nothing," said Obierika. "The children are still very young."
"Nwoye is old enough to impregnate a woman. At his age I was already fending for myself. No, my
friend, he is not too young. A chick that will grow into a cock can be spotted the very day it hatches. I have
done my best to make Nwoye grow into a man, but there is too much of his mother in him."
"Too much of his grandfather," Obierika thought, but he did not say it. The same thought also came to
Okonkwo's mind. But he had long learned how to lay that ghost. Whenever the thought of his father's
weakness and failure troubled him he expelled it by thinking about his own strength and success. And so he
did now. His mind went to his latest show of manliness.
"I cannot understand why you refused to come with us to kill that boy," he asked Obierika.
"Because I did not want to," Obierika replied sharply. "I had something better to do."
"You sound as if you question the authority and the decision of the Oracle, who said he should die."
"I do not. Why should I? But the Oracle did not ask me to carry out its decision."
"But someone had to do it. If we were all afraid of blood, it would not be done. And what do you think
the Oracle would do then?"
"You know very well, Okonkwo, that I am not afraid of blood, and if anyone tells you that I am, he is
telling a lie. And let me tell you one thing, my friend. If I were you I would have stayed at home. What you have
done will not please the Earth. It is the kind of action for which the goddess wipes out whole families."
"The Earth cannot punish me for obeying her messenger," Okonkwo said. "A child's fingers are not
scalded by a piece of hot yam which its mother puts into its palm."
"That is true," Obierika agreed. "But if the Oracle said that my son should be killed I would neither
dispute it nor be the one to do it."
They would have gone on arguing had Ofoedu not come in just then. It was clear from his twinkling
eyes that he had important news. But it would be impolite to rush him. Obierika offered him a lobe of the kola
nut he had broken with Okonkwo. Ofoedu ate slowly and talked about the locusts. When he finished his kola
nut he said:
"The things that happen these days are very strange."
"What has happened?" asked Okonkwo.
"Do you know Ogbuefi Ndulue?" Ofoedu asked.
"Ogbuefi Ndulue of Are village," Okonkwo and Obierika said together.
"He died this morning," said Ofoedu.
"That is not strange. He was the oldest man in Are," said Obierika.
"You are right," Ofoedu agreed. "But you ought to ask why the drum has not beaten to tell Umuofia of
his death."
"Why?" asked Obierika and Okonkwo together.
"That is the strange part of it. You know his first wife who walks with a stick?"
"Yes. She is called Ozoemena."
"That is so," said Ofoedu. "Ozoemena was, as you know, too old to attend Ndulue during his illness. His
younger wives did that. When he died this morning, one of these women went to Ozoemena's hut and told
her. She rose from her mat, took her stick and walked over to the obi. She knelt on her knees and hands at the
threshold and called her husband, who was laid on a mat. 'Ogbuefi Ndulue,’ she called, three times, and went
back to her hut. When the youngest wife went to call her again to be present at the washing of the body, she
found her lying on the mat, dead."
"That is very strange, indeed," said Okonkwo. "They will put off Ndulue's funeral until his wife has been
buried."

"That is why the drum has not been beaten to tell Umuofia."
"It was always said that Ndulue and Ozoemena had one mind," said Obierika. "I remember when I was
a young boy there was a song about them. He could not do anything without telling her."
"I did not know that," said Okonkwo. "I thought he was a strong man in his youth."
"He was indeed," said Ofoedu.
Okonkwo shook his head doubtfully.
"He led Umuofia to war in those days," said Obierika.
PASSAGE 5 – pg.89-90
And then the egwugwu appeared. The women and children sent up a great shout and took to their
heels. It was instinctive. A woman fled as soon as an egwugwu came in sight. And when, as on that day, nine of
the greatest masked spirits in the clan came out together it was a terrifying spectacle. Even Mgbafo took to her
heels and had to be restrained by her brothers.
Each of the nine egwugwu represented a village of the clan. Their leader was called Evil Forest. Smoke
poured out of his head.
The nine villages of Umuofia had grown out of the nine sons of the first father of the clan. Evil Forest
represented the village of Umueru, or the children of Eru, who was the eldest of the nine sons.
"Umuofia kwenu!" shouted the leading egwugwu, pushing the air with his raffia arms. The elders of
the clan replied, "Yaa!"
"Umuofia kwenu!"
"Yaa!"
"Umuofia kwenu!"
"Yaa!"
Evil Forest then thrust the pointed end of his rattling staff into the earth. And it began to shake and
rattle, like something agitating with a metallic life. He took the first of the empty stools and the eight other
egwuguw began to sit in order of seniority after him.
Okonkwo's wives, and perhaps other women as well, might have noticed that the second egwugwu
had the springy walk of Okonkwo. And they might also have noticed that Okonkwo was not among the titled
men and elders who sat behind the row of egwugwu. But if they thought these things they kept them within
themselves. The egwuguw with the springy walk was one of the dead fathers of the clan. He looked terrible
with the smoked raffia body, a huge wooden face painted white except for the round hollow eyes and the
charred teeth that were as big as a man's fingers. On his head were two powerful horns.
When all the egwugwu had sat down and the sound of the many tiny bells and rattles on their bodies
had subsided, Evil Forest addressed the two groups of people facing them.
"Uzowulu's body, I salute you," he said. Spirits always addressed humans as "bodies." Uzowulu bent
down and touched the earth with his right hand as a sign of submission.
"Our father, my hand has touched the ground," he said.
"Uzowulu's body, do you know me?" asked the spirit.
"How can I know you, father? You are beyond our knowledge." Evil Forest then turned to the other
group and addressed the eldest of the three brothers.
"The body of Odukwe, I greet you," he said, and Odukwe bent down and touched the earth. The
hearing then began.

