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EDITIONS 

Three paperback editions of Things Fall Apart are in print in the United 

States--one published by Heinemann Educational Books in their African 

Writers Series, another by Fawcett Crest, and a third by Astor-Honor--but 

only the Heinemann edition is sold elsewhere. American teachers tend to 

prefer the Heinemann edition because it is readily available, attractively 

designed, and usefully supplemented with a brief biographical note on the 

author, a glossary of lgbo words and phrases, and the lines in W.B. Yeats's 

"The Second Coming" from which the title of the novel was taken. Those 

who prefer the Fawcett Crest edition regard its inexpensiveness as its 

major advantage over the others ($2.95 in 1988-89 as opposed to $4.00 for 

the Heinemann edition and $7.95 for the Astor-Honor edition), but they 

also not~ that it is easy to order in large quantitites and is enhanced by 

the same glossary that is appended to the Heinemann edition. Few use the 

Astor-Honor edition. Some teachers who responded to the survey 

questionnaire expressed no strong preference for a particular edition, 

saying that availability was more important to them than price or design. 

Since the Heinemann edition is the most popular one in the United States, 

and since no other edition is distributed internationally, all page citations 
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in this volume have been keyed to the latest reprint (1988) of the African 

Writers Series text. This is the edition that has sold over two million 

copies throughout the world. 

REFERENCE WORKS 

Bibliographies 

The most recent bibliography devoted exclusively to Achebe and his works 

was compiled by B. Okpu and published as a 70-page pamphlet in Nigeria in 

1984. It contains 759 entries, 154 of which are primary texts (novels, 

stories, children's books, poems, essays, book reviews, edited works, 

translations) and the rest secondary sources (interviews, criticism, book 

reviews). Unfortunately, this bibliography is not being marketed outside 

Nigeria, so teachers elsewhere who are looking for bibliographical data 

may have to turn to earlier compilations by Robert M. Wren in Achebe's 

World: The Historical and Cultural Context of the Novels of Chinua Achebe 

and by Bernth Lindfors in the three volumes of Black African Literature in 

English or to the bibliography appended to Chinua Achebe, a new critical 

study by C.L. Innes. For leads to the latest articles and books on Achebe, 

teachers may consult the annual African literature bibliographies in PMLA, 
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The Journal of Commonwealth Literature. and Callaloo. 

Biographical Sources and Interviews 

Biographical information on Achebe can be found in Janheinz Jahn, Ulla 

Schild and Almut Nordmann's Who's Who in African Literature; Donald E. 

Herdeck's African Authors: A Companion to Black African Writing: Hans 

Zell, Carol Bundy, and Virginia Coulon's A New Reader's Guide to African 

Literature; James A. Page and Jae Min Roh's Selected Black American, 

African and Caribbean Authors: A Bio-Bibliography: as well as Achebe's 

charming autobiographical essay, "Named for Victoria, Queen of England." 

One may also glean interesting biographical information from interviews 

with Achebe, particularly those collected in African Writers Talking: A 

Collection of Radio Interviews, edited by Dennis Duerden and Cosmo 

Pieterse; Palaver: Interviews with Five African Writers in Texas, edited by 

Bernth Lindfors, Ian Munro, Richard Priebe and Reinhard Sander; In Person: 

Achebe, Awoonor, and Soyinka at the University of Washington, edited by 

Karen L. Morell; Towards African Literary Independence: A Dialogue with 

Contemporary African Writers, edited by Phanuel Akubueze Egejuru; and 

Pipers at the Gates of Dawn: The Wisdom of Children's Literature, edited 
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by Jonathan Cott. Interviews by Ernest and Patricia Emenyonu in Africa 

Report, Chinweizu in Okike, Kalu Ogbaa in Research in African Literatures, 

Michael Awoyinfa in Sunday Concord Magazine, and Okey Ndibe and C. Don 

Adinuba in African Guardian are valuable for the light they shed not only on 

Things Fall Apart but also on Achebe's later writings. A list of interviews 

with Achebe published in books, journals, magazines and newspapers 

appears in each volume of Lindfors's Black African Literature io English. 

lgbo Studies 

For background information on the lgbo (Ibo) people, the handiest single 

bibliographical source is Joseph C. Anafulu's The Ibo-Speaking Peoples of 

Southern Nigeria: A Selected Annotated List of Writings 1627-1970, 

which supersedes useful earlier bibliographical efforts by Anafulu, Simon 

Ottenberg, and G.D. Forde and G.I. Jones. More general reference works 

concerned with Nigeria as a whole are Christian Chukwunedu Aguolu's 

Nigeria: A Comprehensive Bibliography in the Humanities and Social 

Sciences, 1900-1971 and Nduntuei 0. lta's Bibliography of Nigeria: A 

Survey of Anthropological and Linguistic Writing from the Earliest Times 

to 1966; the latter has a separate section dealing with the lgbo people. 
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Graduate students and advanced undergraduates can be encouraged to 

consult these sources independently for leads to relevant scholarship, but 

freshmen and sophomores may need guidance to the most useful studies of 

lgbo life and history. 

READING FOR STUDENTS AND TEACHERS 

Background Studies: Anthropology, History, Politics, Religion 

Some teachers like to "keep students focused on a text and let the 

background come out of the text, as it were," while others seek to 

immerse them in supplementary readings that relate the story told in 

Things Fall Apart to African colonial experience in general and to the 

harsh historical experience of the lgbo people in particular. Among 

American teachers the favorite background book on the lgbo is Victor C. 

Uchendu's The lgbo of Southeast Nigeria, a brief anthropological monograph 

containing useful chapters on government, kinship, hospitality, status 

placement, and religious beliefs. Since Uchendu himself is lgbo, he speaks 

with the authority of an insider, someone who has grown up in the culture 

he describes. The next most frequently recommended background text is 

Robert M. Wren's Achebe's World, a richly detailed account of the historical 
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and cultural context of Achebe's first four novels that gives due attention 

to the transformation of traditional lgbo society under the pressure of 

British colonial authority. Wren also offers a helpful note on pidgin 

English, an informative glossary of key names, places and terms, and a 

valuable selected bibliography of historical and anthropological sources on 

the lgbo people. This book, possibly more than any other, will enable 

readers to place the drama enacted in Things Fall Apart in its proper 

physical and temporal setting. Teachers who assign or encourage 

background reading ought to ensure that both Uchendu and Wren are 

available to their students. 

If some wish to delve even further into lgbo life and history, many 

additional books can be recommended. Among the most important for 

Achebe studies are anthropological classics such as G.T. Basden's Nia.er 

~. M.M. Green's Ibo Village Affairs, C.D. Forde and G.I. Jones's The Ibo 

and lbibio-Speaking Peoples of South-eastern Nigeria, Northcote W. 

Thomas's Anthropolotical Reports on the Ibo-Speaking Peoples of Nigeria, 

and A.G. Leonard's The Lower Niger and Its Tribes, as well as major 

historical studies such as K. Onwuka Dike's Trade and Politics in the Niger 

Delta 1830-1835: An Introduction to the Economic and Political History of 
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Nigeria, J.C. Anene's Southern Nigeria in Transition 1885-1906: Theory and 

Practice in a Colonial Protectorate, Elizabeth lsichei's A History of the 

lgbo People and The Ibo People and the Europeans: The Genesis of a 

Relationship -- to 1906, A.E. Afigbo's The Warrant Chiefs: Indirect Rule in 

Southeastern Nigeria 1891-1929, and Ropes of Sand: Studies in lgbo 

History and Culture, E.A. Ayandele's The Missionary Impact on Modern 

Nigeria, 1842-1914: A Political and Social Analysis. Mazi E.N. Njaka's .l.gQo, 

Political Culture, and Thurstan Shaw's Unearthing lgbo-Ukwu: 

Archaeological Discoveries in Eastern Nigeria. The bibliography in Wren's 

Achebe's World lists additional relevant titles. 

Some teachers who use Things Fall Apart in introductory courses on 

African history prefer to pair the novel with a text such as Basil 

Davidson's A History of West Africa to the Nineteenth Century, Roland 

Oliver and J.D. Fage's A Short History o'f Africa, or Michael Crowder's A 

Short History of Nigeria so that students will see the African colonial 

experience in a broader historical perspective. Others who teach the novel 

as part of a course on Third World literature and/or politics recommend 

using it in conjunction with such books as Walter Rodney's How Europe 

Underdeveloped Africa, Frantz Fanon's The Wretched of the Earth and A 
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Dying Colonialism, Amilcar Cabral's Return to the Source, Peter Worsley's 

The Three Worlds, and Chancellor Williams's The Destruction of Black 

Civilization in order to "introduce the socio-historical parameters of 

colonialism and the spectrum of cultural and political responses available 

in the context of colonialism." Teachers who select Things Fall Apart for 

courses concerned principally with culture, religion or philosophy find it 

profitable to have students read the novel alongside broad introductory 

surveys such as Paul Bohannan and Philip Curtin's Africa and Africans, 

Eric 0. Ayisi's An Introduction to the Study of African Culture, Elechi 

Amadi's Ethics in Nigerian Culture. Adrian Hastings's African Christianity, 

John Mbiti's Introduction to African Religion and African Religions and 

Philosophy. W.E. Abraham's The Mind of Africa, and Claude Wauthier's The 

Literature and Thought of Modern Africa. For elucidation of a key lgbo 

philosophical concept in the novel, experienced teachers turn to Achebe's 

essay on "Chi in lgbo Cosmology." 

Critical Commentary 

The distinguished lgbo historian Elizabeth lsichei once remarked that 

"Critical writing on Chinua Achebe is an academic growth industry, and 
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probably more has been written about him than about any single aspect of 

lgbo history or culture" (review 414). Ten critical books on him and his 

works have already appeared: G.D. Killam's The Novels of Chinua Achebe 

(subsequently enlarged and reissued as The Writings of Chinua Achebe), 

David Carroll's Chinua Achebe. Thomas Melone's Chinua Achebe et la 

tragedie de l'histoire, Arthur Ravenscroft's Chinua Achebe, Robert M. 

Wren's Achebe's World, Benedict Chiaka Njoku's The Four Novels of Chinua 

Achebe: A Critical Study, Denise Coussy's L'ouevre de Chinua Achebe, 

Emmanuel Meziemadu Okoye's The Traditional Religion and its Encounter 

with Christianity in Achebe's Novels. Kalu Ogbaa's Folkways in Achebe's 

Novels. and C.L. lnnes's Chinua Achebe. Teachers frequently recommend 

Killam, Carroll and Wren to their students, and many will probably add 

Innes to their select list of supplementary readings as soon as this new 

study becomes more widely known. The works by Melone and Njoku are 

flawed by factual errors, and the more specialized recent studies by Okoye 

and Ogbaa, though useful for insights into Achebe's handling of religion and 

folklore, are not as widely available in North American libraries as the 

others. Ravenscroft and Coussy offer brief but illuminating comments on 

Things Fall Apart. Teachers seeking to expose their students to a wide 
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spectrum of critical views sometimes assign selections from Critical 

Perspectives on Chinua Achebe, edited by Innes and Lindfors, which 

contains twenty-two essays, half of them concerned with aspects of 

Things Fall Apart. 

Achebe features in nearly every critical book on modern African 

literature. Among those mentioned in the survey questionnaire as 

recommended reading for students and teachers were a dozen broad 

introductory surveys: Kofi Awoonor's The Breast of the Earth: A Survey of 

the History, Culture and Literature of Africa South of the Sahara, Wilfred 

Cartey's Whispers from a Continent: Writings from Contemporary Black 

Africa, David Cook's African Literature: A Critical View, Abiola lrele's The 

African Experience in Literature and Ideology. Janheinz Jahn's A History 

of Neo-African Literature: Writing in Two Continents, Gerald Moore's 

Twelve African Writers, Ezekiel Mphahlele's The African Image, James 

Olney's Tell Me Africa: An Approach to African Literature, Oyekan 

Owomoyela's African Literatures: An Introduction, Adrian Roscoe's Mother 

is Gold, Oladele Taiwo's An Introduction to West African Literature and 

Martin Tucker's Africa in Modern Literature. The most frequently cited 

critical works dealing specifically with fiction were Simon Gikandi's 
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Reading the African Novel, Judith Gleason's This Africa: Novels by West 

Africans in English and French, Charles R. Larson's The Emergence of 

African Fiction, Margaret Laurence's Long Drums and Cannons: Nigerian 

Dramatists and Novelists, 1952-1966, Neil McEwen's Africa and the 

Novel, Eustace Palmer's An Introduction to the African Novel and The 

Growth of the African Novel, and Oladele Taiwo's Culture and the Nigerian 

Novel. Some teachers commented favorably on innovative comparative 

studies such as Micere Githae-Mugo's Visions of Africa: The Fiction of 

Chinua Achebe. Margaret Laurence, Elspeth Huxley and Ngugi wa Thiong'o, 

Gareth Griffeth's A Double Exile: African and West Indian Writing between 

Two Cultures, Abdul R. JanMohamed's Manichean Aesthetics: The Politics of 

Literature in Colonial Africa, and Jonathan Peters's A Dance of Masks: 

Senghor. Achebe, Soyinka. and some felt that students would gain from 

reading books examining the impact of African tradition on modern 

literary creativity, especially such titles as Janheinz Jahn's Muntu, 

Bernth Lindfors's Folklore in Nigerian Literature, Richard K. Priebe's ~ 

Realism, and the West African Writer, Emmanuel Obiechina's Culture, 

Tradition and Society in the West African Novel, and Wole Soyinka's Mm 

Literature and the African World. To this list could be added James 
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Booth's Writers and Politics in Nigeria, Ernest Emenyonu's The Rise of the 

lgbo Novel, and Bernth Lindfors's Early Nigerian Literature, books 

attempting to contextualize Achebe's achievement by setting it in an 

appropriate ethnic or national literary milieu. One source that several 

respondents found helpful pedagogically was Elizabeth Gunner's A 

Handbook for Teaching African Literature. which includes in a short 

chapter on Things Fall Apart a number of practical suggestions for 

teachers. 

There have been more than two dozen study guides published on Things 

Fall Apart. most of them intended for high school examination candidates 

in Africa. The majority of these are of little critical significance, but a 

few transcend the normal limitations of this genre of commentary and 

make a modest contribution to a better understanding of the novel. Those 

recommended are by David Attwell, Christopher Heywood, Kate Turkington, 

and Robert M. Wren. 

Achebe has been the subject of hundreds of critical essays, a good 

number of which deal with Things Fall Apart. Among the most memorable 

of these brief critiques are studies of language and style by Gareth 

Griffeths, C.L. Innes, Eldred Jones, Austin J. Shelton, Theo Vincent, and 
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Marjorie Winters; explorations of narrative technique by Romanus Egudu, 

Solomon lyasere, Abdul JanMohammed, and Clement Okafor; explications 

of imagery and symbolism by Christopher Heywood, Bu-Buakei Jabbi, 

Russell McDougall, Emmanuel Obiechina, Donald Weinstock and Cathy 

Ramadan; investigations of characterization by Harold Scheub, Eustace 

Palmer and Oyekan Owomoyela; observations on elements of tragedy in the 

novel by Abiola lrele, Robert Fraser, Kalu Ogbaa, and Richard K. Priebe; and 

accounts of Achebe's critical reception by Ebele Eko, Raoul Granqvist, J.Z. 

Kronenfeld, and Marjorie Winters. 

Achebe's artistry has been compared with that of many other writers. 

Teachers who encourage their students to draw such comparisons might 

recommend that they examine essays by H.H. Anniah Gowda, Yedieta E. 

Coulibaly, Philip G. Williams, E.V. Ramkrishnan, Steven Jervis, Cecil A. 

Abrahams, Nelson Wattie, Sylvia Wynter, Ernest Emenyonu, Bernard 

Timberg, and A.G. Stock, who compare Things Fall Apart to works by such 

diverse authors as Ahmed Ali, James Baldwin, Ralph Ellison, Gabriel Garcfa 

Marquez, Thomas Hardy, Witi lhimeara, George Lamming, Margaret 

Laurence, Camara Laye, Peter Nwana, Chaim Potok, and W.B. Yeats. Another 

ploy would be be to have students contrast Things Fall Apart with a 
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Western novel about Africa such as Conrad's Heart of Darkness or Joyce 

Cary's Mister Johnson, (the novel that prompted Achebe to begin writing 

long fiction). Those who adopt this approach would be well-advised to 

consult Achebe's essay on Heart of Darkness in Hopes and Impediments as 

well as the controversy that followed in responses by Patrick Brantlinger, 

Wilson Harris, Hunt Hawkins, Reinhard Kuesgen, P.J.M. Robertson, C.P. 

Sarvan, Cedric Watts, and Henryk Zins. For comparisons of Achebe and 

Cary, one may turn to Wren's Achebe's World and an essay by Brian W. Last 

as well as to Achebe's own remarks in an interview published in African 

Writers Talking. edited by Duerden and Pieterse. 

Some teachers assign more than one of Achebe's novels in a single 

course, following Things Fall Apart with a story of more modern times, 

usually either its sequel No Longer at Ease, which focuses on a later 

generation in the same family, or A Man of the People. Several teachers 

use Things Fall Apart as a warm-up exercise for Arrow of God, his most 

ambitious work set in a traditional lgbo society, and a few have already 

started juxtaposing his earliest novel with his latest, Anthills of the 

Savannah, (published in 1987), which deals with military rule in 

postcolonial Africa. Because his works are thematically related and 



20 

therefore lend themselves to comparison with one another, Achebe, for 

some teaching purposes, can serve as his own best foil. 

Instructors often require that students read a selection of Achebe's 

own critical essays, the majority of which have been collected in Morning 

Yet on Creation Day: Essays and Hopes and Impediments: Selected Essays 

1965-1987. The essays most commonly assigned are "The African Writer 

and the English Language," which appears in the former volume, and "The 

Novelist as Teacher," which is reprinted in both. Another of his famous 

critical statements, "The Role of the Writer in a New Nation," which 

presents a rationale for writing realistic historical fiction, can be found 

in African Writers on African Writing, edited by G.D. Killam. 

When asked why they teach Things Fall Apart, respondents to the 

survey questionnaire gave basically two answers. Many desire to "give 

students a sense of African history and the effects of colonialism on 

Africa, as well as to dispel stereotypes about Africa." Such teachers also 

want students "to come to grips with the whole question of Africa's 

relationship to the Western world" and "to examine the very complicated 

process of internal contradictions and external invasions" portrayed by 

Achebe. Things Fall Apart "offers an unusual opportunity to discover the 
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foreign from within," thereby giving students a less parochial outlook on 

the world. Further, this novel depicts a "significant historical moment in 

Third World experience"; it is "a maior literary anti-imperialist 

statement." 

But most teachers select Things Fall Apart primarily for its aesthetic 

qualities: "It's first-rate literature," "an example of clear, concise and 

evocative writing," a book "deceptively simple linguistically, structurally 

and thematically and thus pedagogically stimulating and challenging to 

analyze." Indeed, it is "the classic," "the most read book of its time," and 

"a key African literary text" that helps to "win students away from a 

Eurocentric notion of canon." It is worth reading "for its art, its humanity, 

its honesty--primarily, its story." In addition, it is "perhaps the best 

introduction to post-colonial English literature" and "it is accessible to 

students who rarely read. Being so readable and well-made, it is ideal for 

an introduction to literature." For all these reasons and more, Things Fall 

&2fil1 surely will remain one of the most widely taught literary 

masterpieces from the Third World for many generations to come. 


