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Biographical information about author:  
 
 Chinua was born Albert Chinualumogu Achebe in the Igbo 

village of Ogidi in Nigeria on November 16, 1930 

 Achebe's parents, Isaiah Okafo Achebe and Janet Anaenechi 
Iloegbunam, were converts to the Protestant Church Mission 
Society (CMS) in Nigeria. The elder Achebe stopped 
practicing the religion of his ancestors, but he respected its 
traditions. This had a significant impact on their kids, 
specifically Chinua 

 Did very well in school and enjoyed reading and storytelling 

 He read classic novels and even developed a dislike for 
Africans: "The white man was good and reasonable and 
intelligent and courageous. The savages arrayed against him 
were sinister and stupid or, at the most, cunning. I hated 
their guts." 

 He became fascinated with world religions and traditional 
African cultures, and began writing stories as a university 
student 

 When the region of Biafra broke away from Nigeria in 1967, 
Achebe became a supporter of Biafran independence and 
acted as ambassador for the people of the new nation 

 When the Nigerian government retook the region in 1970, 
he involved himself in political parties but soon resigned due 
to frustration over the corruption and elitism he witnessed 

 Achebe's novels focus on the traditions of Igbo society, the 
effect of Christian influences, and the clash of values during 
and after the colonial era 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinua_Achebe  

Historical information about the 
period of publication: 
 America: 

o President: Dwight D. Eisenhower 
(Republican)  

o Vice President: Richard Nixon 
(Republican) 

 England: 
o Monarch – Elizabeth II 

 Soviet Union successfully launches Luna 1 
spacecraft from Baikonur Cosmodrome on 
January 2

nd
 

 The island of Addu in the Maldives 
declares independence on January 3

rd
  

 Alaska is admitted as the 49th U.S. state 
on January 3

rd
  

 The United States recognizes the new 
Cuban government of Fidel Castro on 
January 7

th
  

 Fidel Castro becomes Premier of Cuba on 
February 16

th
  

 American President Dwight D. Eisenhower 
signs a bill allowing for Hawaiian 
statehood on March 18

th
  

 NASA announces its selection of 7 military 
pilots to become the first U.S. astronauts 
on April 9

th
  

 Singapore becomes a self-governing crown 
colony of Britain with Lee Kuan Yew as 
Prime Minister on June 3

rd
  

 Groups of Kurdish and communist militias 
under the leadership of Mustafa Barzani 
committed the Kerkuk 1959 Massacre in 
which tens of unarmed civilians were 
killed on July 14

th
  

 Hawaii is admitted as the 50th U.S. state 
on August 21

st
  

 Cold War (1945–1991) 

 Space Race (1957–1975) 

 

Characteristics of the genre: 
 
Tragedy: A drama or literary work in which the main character is 
brought to ruin or suffers extreme sorrow, especially as a 
consequence of a tragic flaw, moral weakness, or inability to 
cope with unfavorable circumstances 
http://www.thefreedictionary.com/tragedy  
 
Postcolonial Critique: A body of literary writings that reacts to 
the discourse of colonization. Post-colonial literature often 
involves writings that deal with issues of de-colonization or the 
political and cultural independence of people formerly 
subjugated to colonial rule. It is also a literary critique to texts 
that carry racist or colonial undertones.

[1]
 Postcolonial literature, 

finally in its most recent form, also attempts to critique the 
contemporary postcolonial discourse that has been shaped over 
recent times. It attempts to assimilate this very emergence of 
postcolonialism and its literary expression itself. 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Postcolonial_literature  
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Plot summary: 
 
 Okonkwo is well-known, respected, and honored in the village of Umuofia after his victory over undefeated 

wrestler Amalinze the Cat. He lives in a constant fear of being compared to his father who was a failure, 
debtor, poor, disrepute, etc. He also died a very dishonorable death. Okonkwo has a 12 year old son named 
Nwoye who he fears will become like his own father, Unoka. 
 

 After one of the daughters of Umuofia is killed by a man of the village Mbaino, an ultimatum is dispatched and 
agreed to in which Umuofia gains a virgin, who is given to the man who lost his wife as compensation, and a 
young man named Ikemefuna who belongs to the clan. It is agreed upon that he should go live with Okonkwo 
until his fate is decided. Nwoye becomes very close to Ikemefuna and becomes more masculine through him 
and Okonkwo also approves of Ikemefuna. 

 

 During the Week of Peace, Okonkwo severely beats his youngest wife, Ojiugo, and breaks the peace of the 
sacred week. He makes some sacrifices as repentance but the community is irreparably shocked by his actions. 

 

 Ogbuefi Ezeudu, a respected village elder, informs Okonkwo in private that the Oracle has said that Ikemefuna 
must be killed. He tells Okonkwo that because Ikemefuna calls him “father,” Okonkwo should not take part in 
the boy’s death. Okonkwo lies to Ikemefuna, telling him that they must return him to his home village. 

 

 As he walks with the men of Umuofia, Ikemefuna thinks about seeing his mother. After several hours of 
walking, some of Okonkwo’s clansmen attack the boy with machetes. Ikemefuna runs to Okonkwo for help. 
But Okonkwo, who doesn’t wish to look weak in front of his fellow tribesmen, cuts the boy down despite the 
Oracle’s admonishment. When Okonkwo returns home, Nwoye deduces that his friend is dead. 

 

 Okonkwo falls into depression but feels a little better after spending time with his good friend Obierika. 
Okonkwo’s daughter, Ezinma, falls ill but eventually recovers. 

 

 The death of Ogbuefi Ezeudu is announced to the surrounding villages. Okonkwo feels guilty because the last 
time Ezeudu visited him was to warn him against taking part in Ikemefuna’s death. At Ogbuefi Ezeudu’s large 
and elaborate funeral, the men beat drums and fire their guns. Tragedy occurs when Okonkwo’s gun explodes 
and kills Ogbuefi Ezeudu’s sixteen-year-old son. 

 

 Because killing a clansman is a crime against the earth goddess, Okonkwo must take his family into exile for 
seven years in order to atone. He gathers his most valuable belongings and takes his family to his motherland, 
Mbanta. The men from Ogbuefi Ezeudu’s quarter burn Okonkwo’s buildings and kill his animals to cleanse the 
village of his sin. 

 

 During the second year of Okonkwo’s exile, Obierika brings several bags of cowries (shells used as currency) 
that he has made by selling Okonkwo’s yams. Obierika plans to continue to do so until Okonkwo returns to the 
village. Obierika also brings the bad news that Abame, another village, has been destroyed by the white man. 

 

 Six missionaries travel to Mbanta. Through an interpreter named Mr. Kiaga, the missionaries’ leader, Mr. 
Brown, speaks to the villagers. He tells them that their gods are false and that worshipping more than one God 
is wrong. But the villagers do not understand how the Holy Trinity can be accepted as one God. Although his 
aim is to convert the residents of Umuofia to Christianity, Mr. Brown does not allow his followers to 
antagonize the clan. 

 

 Mr. Brown grows ill and is soon replaced by Reverend James Smith, an intolerant and strict man. The more 
passionate converts are relieved to be free of Mr. Brown’s policy of restraint. One such convert, Enoch, dares 
to unmask an egwugwu during the annual ceremony to honor the earth deity, an act equivalent to killing an 
ancestral spirit. The next day, the egwugwu burn Enoch’s compound and Reverend Smith’s church to the 
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ground. 
 

 The District Commissioner is upset by the burning of the church and requests that the leaders of Umuofia meet 
with him. Once they are gathered, however, the leaders are handcuffed and thrown in jail, where they suffer 
insults and physical abuse. 

 

 After the prisoners are released, the clansmen hold a meeting, during which five court messengers approach 
and order the clansmen to cease. Expecting his fellow clan members to join him in uprising, Okonkwo kills their 
leader with his machete. When the crowd allows the other messengers to escape, Okonkwo realizes that his 
clan is not willing to go to war. 

 

 When the District Commissioner arrives at Okonkwo’s compound, he finds that Okonkwo has hanged himself. 
Obierika and his friends lead the commissioner to the body. Obierika explains that suicide is a grave sin; thus, 
according to custom, none of Okonkwo’s clansmen may touch his body. The commissioner, who is writing a 
book about Africa, believes that the story of Okonkwo’s rebellion and death will make for an interesting 
paragraph or two. He has already chosen the book’s title: The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower 
Niger. 

 
http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/things/summary.html  

 

Describe the author’s style: 
 
1. Achebe’s writing draws heavily on the oral customs 

of the Ibo people. He weaves traditional folk tales 
into the plot of his stories, while illuminating 
community values through both content and the 
style of storytelling 

2. Achebe uses a lot of proverbs and other figurative 
language in his writing including personification, 
metaphor, etc. The proverbs illustrate the value of 
rural Ibo tradition 

3. Short, Simple Sentences 
 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinua_Achebe  

An example that demonstrates the style: 
 
1. “Once upon a time, … That is why Tortoise’s shell is 

not smooth” (96-99). 
a. The story of the Tortoise and the Birds is a 

folk tale that illuminates certain values of 
the Ibo people and defines their core 
beliefs 

b. The story shows the importance of being 
grateful and humble 

c. This folk tale was weaved into the plot 
when Ekwefi decided to tell a story after 
dinner 

2. “Eneke the bird says that since men have learned to 
shoot without missing, he has learned to fly without 
perching” (22). 

a. This is a proverb mentioned in the text 
b. It highlights Ibo traditions and values: 

intelligence, cleverness, etc. 
3. “Okonkwo did not have the start in life which many 

young men usually had. He did not inherit a barn 
from his father. There was no barn to inherit” (16) 

a. These sentences are all short and simple 
and convey the message clearly, efficiently, 
and effectively without any unnecessary or 
superfluous details. 

 

http://www.sparknotes.com/lit/things/summary.html
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinua_Achebe
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Memorable Quotes 

Quote Significance 
4. “When the moon is 

shining the cripple 
becomes hungry for a 
walk” (10) 
 

5. “Agbala was not only 
another name for a 
woman, it could also 
mean a man who has 
taken no title” (13) 

 
6. “Age was respected 

among his people but 
achievement was 
revered” (8). 

 
7. “Among the Ibo the 

art of conversation is 
regarded very highly, 
and proverbs are the 
palm oil with which 
words are eaten” (7). 

 
8. “Eneke the bird says 

that since men have 
learned to shoot 
without missing, he 
has learned to fly 
without perching” 
(22). 

 
9. “A proud heart can 

survive a general 
failure because such a 
failure does not prick 
its pride” (25). 

 
10. “If a child washed his 

hands, he could eat 
with kings” (8). 

1. From this quote, the dichotomy of darkness vs. moonlight can clearly be seen. On 
dark nights, the night is always very quiet and everyone is scared and terrified. 
Children do not play or even whistle and dangerous animals are even more 
menacing. On dark nights, there was utter silence. On moonlit nights, however, 
everyone played outside and felt completely happy and safe. When the moon was 
shining and there was light, everyone willed to be outside and to enjoy. Even the 
crippled and disabled people wished to go outside for a walk when the moon was 
shining. This proverb illuminates the dichotomy of darkness vs. moonlight by 
emphasizing the stark difference in people in both situations. The darkness 
terrifies everyone and forces them to stay inside and remain silent. The moonlight 
causes everyone to venture outside and enjoy and be happy, even the cripple. 
This is the general truth that is stated in the proverb. 
 

2. This quote articulates the meaning of the Ibo word agbala and what it represents 
in Ibo culture and traditions. The quote expresses that agbala is not only the 
name for a woman but also the name of a man who has taken no title. This 
coupling of a woman with a weak and unsuccessful man shows a lot about Ibo 
society and their varying interpretations on masculinity and femininity. For a man 
to take no title is a sign of weakness and failure and these attributes are then 
referred to as feminine characteristics. The Ibo people therefore do believe in 
male superiority and also in the idea of a patriarchal society. This idea illuminates 
the theme of varying interpretations of masculinity. This statement can be 
analyzed in a number of ways leading the reader to be able to deduce and infer 
various explanations of masculinity. For example, in this case, masculinity could 
mean lack of weakness, it could mean superiority over females, it could mean 
power and dominance, etc. All of these assorted elucidations illuminate the 
theme of varying interpretations of masculinity. 

 
3. This quote is a reference to a belief and practice of the Ibo people. It reflects 

some of their core ideals and defines who they are as a people. The Ibo people 
value achievement, accomplishment, and success more than age. In many 
cultures, the elders are always respected and looked up to and they are the ones 
that are revered. However, the Ibo people do not place significance on age, but 
rather on achievements. This reflects the sophisticated and intellectual nature of 
their culture. It expresses their logic as a people and shows how they reward and 
respect those who have truly deserved it. This quote illuminates the theme of the 
importance of tradition and adherence to culture. The Ibo people place a lot of 
value on their culture and traditions and this theme is reflected in this quote. 

 
4. This quote refers to the sophisticated art of rhetoric practiced by the Ibo. It 

illustrates the Ibo people’s adherence to their culture and traditions and the value 
that they put into communication and dialogue. The metaphor of words to food is 
also significant because the Ibo society revolves around agriculture and farming. 
The Ibo place the same significance on food, which is the sustenance of life, as 
they do in words, which is the sustenance of interaction and community. This 
quote also suggests the cultural difference between the Europeans and the Ibo 
people based on language. Many of the words that the Ibo people use cannot be 
translated into English and the Europeans often view their language as superior to 
other languages. This illuminates the theme of language as a sign of cultural 
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difference. 
 
5. This quote is an example of an Ibo proverb that expresses the intelligence and 

cleverness of the Ibo people. The proverb communicates that when man learned 
to hunt birds and shoot without missing, the birds also improvised and learned to 
fly without perching so as to protect themselves from the hunters. This example is 
a metaphorical representation of the idea that whenever man meets a hurdle, 
they can overcome that obstacle with just a little intelligence and cleverness. 
Rather than face the problem, it becomes an issue of eradicating it altogether and 
simply overcoming it. This belief of the Ibo people is a mark of their intuition and 
ingenuity and it is a marker for the separation between different cultures. Most 
people try to face a problem and conquer it head-on, rather than actually 
surmounting the issue and eliminating the problem altogether. This proverb also 
expresses the Ibo people’s adherence to their culture and traditions and it also 
reflects on the stark differences between different cultures and the changes that 
are evident between the two. Both of these ideas are themes apparent within the 
text. 

 
6. This quote contains the advice that Unoka gave to his son in the year of the very 

bad harvest un which Okonkwo lost half of his crop. In his statement, Unoka is 
complimenting Okonkwo on his pride and dedication, two qualities that he lacked. 
He explains that people who are proud can survive failure because the failure will 
not affect their spirit and it won’t discourage them from continuously working to 
succeed. This quote again expresses the Ibo people’s sophisticated use of 
language and their adherence to their culture and traditions, which reflects the 
pride they have in their customs and the significance and value they place on their 
core beliefs and ideals. 

 
7. This proverb expresses another belief of the Ibo people. Again, the Ibo people 

have very distinctive ideals regarding achievement. This quote suggests that a 
child, regardless of what their ancestors did, can wash their hands and rid 
themselves of their relatives’ actions to accomplish great things, such as eat with 
kings. Here, the Ibo people express that it does not matter who your father is and 
it makes no difference if your grandfather was a disgrace. Any child can 
individually and independently achieve and accomplish any grand thing that they 
want because in the end it is only their own actions and accomplishments that 
determine who they are as a person. This quote also reflects the theme of the 
importance of tradition and adherence to culture. 

Characters 

Name Role in the story Significance Adjectives 

Okonkwo  The main protagonist of 
the story.  

 Honored, respected, 
wealthy, and well-known 
in the village of Umuofia.  

 Lives with the constant 
fear of being compared to 
his father 

 Feared weakness and 
femininity 

 Things fall apart for him 

Okonkwo is the central 
character of the story and is 
essentially a tragic hero. His 
tragic flaw is his fear of 
weakness, strive for 
masculinity, and anger and 
violence. This tragic flaw 
eventually brings him to his 
demise.  

 Productive 

 Wealthy 

 Thrifty 

 Brave 

 Violent 

 Impulsive 

 Aggressive 

 Masculine 

 Independent 

 Determined 

 Angry 
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when he kills Ikemefuna, 
16 year old boy, and head 
messenger, is imprisoned, 
and hangs himself 

 

 

Nwoye  The son of Okonkwo 

 Constantly beaten by his 
father for not being 
masculine enough or 
being lazy 

 Converts to Christianity 
and is disowned by his 
father 

Nwoye was a character that 
showed the reader a life 
without Okonkwo’s tragic 
flaws and placed importance 
on basic values such as 
gentleness and kindness 

 Conflicted 

 Bitter 

 “Effeminate”  

 Underestimated 

 Overlooked 
 

Ezinma  Daughter of Okonkwo 

 Okonkwo is very fond of 
her and loves her but 
does not show his 
affection for fear of being 
seen as weak or feminine 

 Okonkwo wishes that she 
were a boy 

 Falls ill but eventually 
recovers 

 Agrees to put off 
marriage until her family 
returns from exile 

Ezinma is, in a way, very 
similar to Okonkwo. She 
possesses many of the 
characteristics that drove 
Okonkwo to his doom. Her 
similarities to Okonkwo also 
reveal a hidden aspect of 
Okonkwo’s personality: the 
love and respect that he has 
for his daughter and how 
much he cares for her. 

 Bold 

 Confident 

 Masculine Spirit 

 Sensible 

 Strategic 

 Proud 

 Strong 

 Precocious  

Mr. Brown  Leader of the white 
missionaries 

 Listens to the villagers 

 Wins a large number of 
converts 

 Accepts the converts 
unconditionally 

Mr. Brown represents a 
well-rounded colonial 
presence in the text. Instead 
of being domineering, 
aggressive, zealous, small-
minded, and manipulative 
like a typical colonizer or 
missionary, he possesses 
characteristics that make 
him admirable. 

 Benevolent 

 Caring 

 Understanding 

 Open-Minded 

 Faithful 

 Sympathetic 

 Tolerant  

Ikemefuna  His father killed a 
daughter of Umuofia 

 Sent to Umuofia as 
compensation 

 Sent to live with 
Okonkwo  

 Lived with Okonkwo for 
three years until his fate 
was decided 

 Killed by Okonkwo  

Ikemefuna is significant in 
the text because it is his 
death that sparks 
Okonkwo’s downfall and the 
unraveling of his life as he 
knows it. Ikemefuna also 
helps Nwoye realize his path 
in life and gains the respect 
of Okonkwo, ultimately 
proving to be a well-
rounded, likable, and 
complete character. 

 Brave 

 Caring 

 Respectful 
 

 



Hina Haider 
 

 

Setting Significance of the opening scene 
Time: 1890’s 

 

Place:  Lower Nigerian villages, Iguedo and 

Mbanta in particular 
 

Other Places: 

 Umuofia 

 Mbaino 
 

The story starts off with a physical description of Okonkwo, 
including his most notable personality characteristics, and a 
narrative about how Okonkwo brought honor to the village 
by defeating Amalinze the Cat, who had been undefeated for 
seven years. This scene is very significant because it 
introduces the reader to the tragic hero of the story and also 
suggests his tragic flaw: pride and the fear of failure and 
appearing weak. This scene provides the basis for the events 
and conflicts of the rest of the novel and also foreshadows 
Okonkwo’s impending doom by depicting him as such a 
proud and strong individual who is too arrogant to believe 
that anything bad can happen to him through the idea of self-
fulfilling prophecy. 

Significance of ending/closing scene 
In the last scene of the novel, Obierika leads the District 
Commissioner to the body of Okonkwo. Okonkwo has 
committed suicide by hanging himself. Obierika asks the 
District Commissioner for help in taking down the body and 
burying him as they can’t do it themselves due to Okonkwo’s 
cause of death. It is an abomination in their custom for a man 
to take his own life and an offense against the Earth and can 
therefore not be buried by his own clansmen. The District 
Commissioner decided to include Okonkwo’s story in the 
book that he was writing: The Pacification of the Primitive 
Tribes of the Lower Niger. This scene is significant because it 
provides for the tragic end of the tragic hero, Okonkwo, 
introduced in the opening scene. Okonkwo’s suicide can be 
considered as a result of the self-fulfilling prophecy inferred 
in the opening scene. The most important aspect to this 
concluding scene, however, is its comparison to Joseph 
Conrad’s novella Heart of Darkness. Achebe wrote his novel 
as a response to the Heart of Darkness and his portrayal of 
the District Commissioner who clearly represents a white, 
colonizing character from Heart of Darkness. This is 
expressed through his misinterpretation and inaccurate 
assumptions about the traditions and customs of the Ibo 
people and also his ignorance. The fact that the District 
Commissioner wants to write a book about the Nigerian 
tribes and include Okonkwo shows that he has the typical 
white, colonizer perspective of the Africans and will depict 
them as such in his book as illustrated by the title. Overall, 
this concluding scene not only provides the resolution of the 
story, but also contains final comparisons to the Heart of 
Darkness, criticizes colonialism, and illuminates the theme of 
the struggles that come with clashing cultures and traditions.  

Symbols 
1. Yams 

i. Symbol for wealth, masculinity, and 
power 

ii. Size of a man’s field or amount of 
yams owned dictates a man’s 
wealth, power, masculinity, and 
ability as a provider 

iii.  “Yam, the king of crops, was a man’s 
crop.” (23) 

iv. “He was a wealthy farmer and had 
two barns full of yams, and had just 
married his third wife.” (8) 

2. Locusts 
i. Foreshadows the arrival of the white 

settlers and missionaries 
ii. Feast on and exploit the Ibo people 

iii. Fracture the tree branches just as 
the while settlers fracture the Ibo 
traditions and customs 

iv. “The Oracle… said that other white 
men are on their way. They were 
locusts…” (138-139) 

3. Fire 
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i. Okonkwo is associated with fire, 
burning, and flame  

ii. Represents Okonkwo’s intense and 
dangerous anger 

iii. Destroys everything it consumes 
iv. Okonkwo is physically destructive: 

kills Ikemefuna and 16 year old boy; 
abuses family 

v. Okonkwo is emotionally destructive: 
suppresses love for Ezinma and 
Ikemefuna for a colder, more 
masculine attitude; rejects 
gentleness as feminine 

vi. “Okonkwo was popularly called the 
‘Roaring Flame.’ As he looked into 
the log fire he recalled his name. He 
was a flaming fire.” 

Old AP Questions 

 
 2007 – Past 

o http://www.collegeboard.com/prod_downloads
/ap/students/english/ap07_eng_lit_frq.pdf  
 

 2009 – Symbol 
o http://apcentral.collegeboard.com/apc/public/r

epository/ap09_frq_english_literature.pdf  
 

 2003 – Cultural Collision 
o http://www.collegeboard.com/prod_downloads

/ap/students/english/b_eng_lit_03.pdf  
 

 2005 – Power 
o http://www.collegeboard.com/prod_downloads

/ap/students/english/ap05_frq_english_lit_b.pd
f  
 

 2010 – Exile  
o http://apcentral.collegeboard.com/apc/public/r

epository/ap10_frq_eng_lit.pdf  
 

 

Possible Themes 
 The Struggle Between Change and Tradition 

 Varying Interpretations of Masculinity 

 Language as a Sign of Cultural Difference 

 Masculinity vs. Femininity  

 The Importance of Familial Ties 

 Family Roles 

 Respect and Reputation as a Definition of a Man’s Merit 

 Fear 

 Adherence to and Significance of Religion, Traditions, and Customs 

 Man vs. Nature 

 Man vs. Self 

 Fate and Free Will 

 Language and Communication 
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