from Things Fall Apart
by Chinua Achebe

Nigerian novelist Chinua Achebe grew up in a small lgbo village near the Niger River.  His novel Things Fall Apart, written in 1958, shows how European colonization led to the breakdown of age-old patterns of African village life.  Achebe illustrates this theme by focusing upon the story of Okonkwo, a respected man in the traditional lgbo village of Umuofia, who finds himself powerless to halt the changes Europeans are bringing to his land.  The following excerpt takes place after Okonkwo and five other villages have been arrested, imprisoned, and fined for destroying a Christian church in retaliation for Christians’ crimes against the lgbo religion.  After the men are released, Okonkwo recalls life before the Europeans came to Umuofia.  What is Okonkwo’s response to the Europeans?

As he thought of these things he heard the sound of the [town crier’s] iron gong in the distance.  He listened carefully, and could just hear the crier’s voice.  But it was very faint.  He turned on his bed and his back hurt him.  He ground his teeth.  The crier was drawing nearer and nearer until he passed by Okonkwo’s compound.

“The greatest obstacle in Umuofia,” Okonkwo thought bitterly, “is that coward, Egonwanne.  His sweet tongue can change first into cold ash.  When he speaks he moves our men to impotence.  If they had ignored his womanish wisdom five years ago, we would not have come to this.”  He ground his teeth.  “Tomorrow he will tell them that our fathers never fought a ‘war of blame.’  If they listen to him I shall leave them and plan my own revenge.”

The crier’s voice had once more become faint, and the distance had taken the harsh edge off his iron gong.  Okonkwo turned from one side to the other and derived a kind of pleasure from the pain his back gave him.  “Let Egonwanne talk about a ‘war of blame’ tomorrow and I shall show him my back and head.”  He ground his teeth.

The market-place began to fill as soon as the sun rose.  Obierika was waiting in his obi [large living quarters of the head of the family] when Okonkwo came along and called him.  He hung his goatskin bag and his sheathed matchet on his shoulder and went out to join him.  Obierika’s hut was close to the road and he saw every man who passed to the market-place.  He had exchanged greetings with many who had already passed that morning.

When Okonkwo and Obierika got to the meeting-place there were already so many people that if one threw up a grain of sand it would not find its way to the earth again.  And many more people were coming from every quarter of the nine villages.  It warmed Okonkwo’s heart to see such strength of numbers.  But he was looking for one man in particular, the man whose tongue he dreaded and despised so much.

“Can you see him?” he asked Obierika.

“Who?”

“Egonwanne,” he said, his eyes roving from one corner of the huge market-place to the other.  Most of the men were seated on goatskins on the ground.  A few of them sat on wooden stools they had brought with them.
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“No,” said Obierika, casting his eyes over the crowd.  “Yes, there he is, under the silk-cotton tree.  Are you afraid he would convince us not to fight?”

“Afraid?”  I do not care what he does to you.  I despise him and those who listen to him.   I shall fight alone if I choose.

They spoke at the top of their voices because everybody was talking, and it was like the sound of a great market. 

“I shall wait till he has spoken,” Okonkwo thought.  “Then I shall speak.”

“But how do you know he will speak against war?” Obierika asked after a while.

“Because I know he is a coward,” said Okonkwo.  Obierika did not hear the rest of what he said because at that moment somebody touched his shoulder from behind and he turned round to shake hands and exchange greetings with five or six friends.  Okonkwo did not turn around even though he knew the voices.  He was in no mood to exchange greetings. But one of the men touched him and asked about the people of his compound.

They are well,” he replied without interest.

The first man to speak to Umuofia that morning was Okika, one of the six who had been imprisoned.  Okika was a great man and an orator.  But he did not have the booming voice which a first speaker must use to establish silence in the assembly of the clan.  Onyeka had such a voice; and so he was asked to salute Umuofia before Okika began to speak.

“Umuofia kwenu!” he bellowed, raising his left arm and pushing the air with his open hand.

“Yaa!” roared Umuofia.

Umuofia kwenu! He bellowed again, and again and again, facing a new direction each time.  And the crowd answered, “Yaa!”

There was immediate silence as though cold water had been poured on a roaring flame.

Okika sprang to his feet and also saluted his clansmen four times.  Then he began to speak:

“You all know why we are here, when we ought to be building our barns or mending our huts, when we should be putting our compounds in order.  My father used to say to me: ‘Whenever you see a toad jumping in broad daylight, then know that something is after its life.’  When I saw you all pouring into this meeting from all the quarters of our clan so early in the morning, I knew that something was after our life.”  He paused for a brief moment and then began again:

“All our gods are weeping.  Idemili is weeping.  Ogwugwu is weeping. Agbala is weeping because of the shameful sacrilege they are suffering and the abomination we have all seen with our eyes.”  He stopped again to steady his trembling voice.

“This is a great gathering.  No clan can boast of greater numbers or greater valour.  But are we all here?  I ask you: Are all the sons of Umuofia with us here?  A deep murmur swept through the crowd.

“They are not,” he said.  “They have broken the clan and gone their several ways.  We who are here this morning have remained true to our fathers, but our brothers have deserted us and joined a stranger to soil their father land.  If we fight the stranger we shall hit our brothers and perhaps shed the blood of a clansman.  But we must do it.  Our fathers never dreamt of such a thing, they never killed their brothers.  But a white man never came to them.  So we must do what our fathers would never have done.  Eneke the bird was asked why he was always on the wing and he replied: ‘Men have learnt to shoot without missing their mark and I have learnt to fly without perching on a twig.’  We must root out this evil.  And if our brothers take the side of evil we must root them out too.  And we must do it now.  We must bale [bail] this water now that it is only ankle-deep….”

At this point there was a sudden stir in the crowd and every eye was turned in one direction.  There was a sharp bend in the road that led from the market-place to the white man’s court, and to the stream beyond it.  And so no one had seen the approach of the five court messengers until they had come round the bend, a few paces from the edge of the crowd.  Okonkwo was sitting at the edge.

He sprang to his feet as soon as he saw who it was.  He confronted the head messenger, trembling with hate, unable to utter a word.  The man was fearless and stood his ground, his four men lined up behind him.

In that brief moment the world seemed to stand still, waiting.  There was utter silence.  The men of Umuofia were merged into the mute backcloth of trees and giant creepers, waiting.

The spell was broken by the head messenger.  “Let me pass!” he ordered.

“What do you want here?”

“The white man whose power you know too well has ordered this meeting to stop.”

In a flash Okonkwo drew his matchet.  The messenger crouched to avoid the blow.  It was useless.  Okonkwo’s matchet descended twice and the man’s head lay beside his uniformed body.

The waiting backcloth jumped into tumultuous life and the meeting was stopped.  Okonkwo stood looking at the dead man.  He knew that Umuofia would not go to war.  He knew because they had let the other messengers escape.  They had broken into tumult instead of action.  He discerned fright in that tumult.  He heard voices asking: “Why did he do it?”

He wiped his matchet on the sand and went away.


Activity Option
Recognizing Point of View
With a group of classmates, role-play an informal debate among villagers of Umuofia about whether to go to war with the Europeans.  Before you begin, think about the pros and cons of going to war based on this excerpt from Achebe’s novel.  Be sure to support your opinions with facts and reasons.
