Friday, December 17th, 2010 in ALL of Mrs. Erickson’s  Advanced Placement English Language and Composition Classes

Your Name: ____________________________________________________  Class Hour: ________ 
Due Date of Assigned Reading (on which date you should also be prepared to completely discuss each of the following questions): Friday, January 14th, 2011
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DISCUSSION QUESTIONS for Chapters One through Six of Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart

INTRODUCTION: Chinua Achebe's narrative novel, Things Fall Apart, was first published in 1958. The setting is eastern Nigeria in the late 1800s and early 1900s, just prior to and during the British expansion into Umuofia.  The theme is that of the struggle and transformation of the traditional Igbo society while under British colonialism.  This theme is conveyed by illustrating major events in the life of Okonkwo, a respected tribal leader.
ACHEBE’S STYLE & POINT-of-VIEW: The innovative style of Things Fall Apart is one of its essential characteristics.  The novel combines the voice of an omniscient narrator with the deceptively simple style of an African storyteller in the oral tradition.  The use of repetition, for example, suggests ancient oral storytelling, while the detailed and highly literary descriptions of nature and characters maintain the book’s allegiance to the European novel tradition.                                                                  Achebe also uses the literary forms of fable and proverb to convey symbolic meanings that counterpoint the main narrative.  The novel uses folk tales, songs, animal fables, and traditional maxims in order to suggest symbols for the main characters and to comment on the events of the plot.  Things Fall Apart makes liberal use of flashback and foreshadowing techniques in order to provide understanding of character and plot.  Achebe relies on omniscient point-of-view which enables him to reveal the perspectives of individual characters.  
1.) Achebe takes the title for his novel from a line in a classic Western modernist poem The Second Coming, by William Butler Yeats (1865-1939).  Paul Brians explains the background of Yeats’ poem: "Yeats was attracted to the spiritual and occult world and fashioned for himself an elaborate mythology to explain human experience.  The Second Coming, written after the catastrophe of World War I and with communism and fascism rising, is a compelling glimpse of an inhuman world about to be born.  Yeats believed that history in part moved in two thousand-year cycles.  The Christian era, which followed that of the ancient world, was about to give way to an ominous period represented by the rough, pitiless beast in the poem."  Read The Second Coming (on your Introduction Information distributed in class) and consider why Achebe might have chosen to take the title of his novel from Yeats’ poem.  Consider how Achebe’s literary allusion to Yeats’ poem might deepen or extend—by comparison and/or contrast—the meaning(s) of Achebe’s title and his novel. 

2.) Describe Okonkwo, the protagonist of Things Fall Apart.   Consider him as an Igbo heroic character: how does he work to achieve greatness as defined by his and culture?  How does he differ from Western heroes whom you are community familiar with? What are his character’s strengths and weaknesses? 

3.) Describe Unoka, Okonkwo’s father.  What are Okonkwo’s feelings toward Unoka, and why?  How does the (negative) example of his father shape Okonkwo’s character and actions?  What do the early descriptions of Okonkwo’s success and Unoka’s failure tell us about Igbo society?  How does one succeed in this cultural context?  What do we learn from the system of the taking of titles?  Who seems to be excluded from opportunities to gain such success? 

4.) Describe the narrator of Things Fall Apart, the "voice" telling us the story of Okonkwo, Umuofia (Igbo for "people of the forest,"), and the Igbo world of the nine villages.  How would you describe this narrative voice, its point of view, its values and perspectives?  To what does Achebe’s narrator bear "witness"? 

5.) Consider the impact of Achebe’s use of "African English."  Describe who Achebe’s intended audience(s) might be.  What is the effect on you, as a Western reader and outsider to Igbo culture?  Consider how Achebe’s language choices contribute to the novel.  For example: (a) Achebe’s use of Igbo words like egwugwu and iyi-uwa, un-translated in the novel itself; (b) his selection of Igbo character names like Unoka ("Home is supreme"), Nwoye (from nwa = "child") and Okonkwo (from oko = attributes of masculinity + nkwo = the third day of the Igbo 4-day week, the day on which Okonkwo was born); and (c) his integration of proverbs and folktales, oral art forms characterizing key elements of Igbo thought and speech.  For example, "proverbs are the palm-oil with which words are eaten."  What does this mean?  Palm oil is rich yellow oil pressed from the fruit of certain palm trees.  It is used in food preparation and cooking, and later became a major cash crop exported to Europe.  Note chapter three’s proverb about proverbs, and look for other proverbs as you read. 

6.) Describe the setting (time, place, culture) of the novel.  Attend to Achebe’s presentation of the details of everyday village ways-of-life in Umuofia, the values and beliefs of the Igbo people, and the importance of ritual, ceremony, social hierarchy, and personal achievement in Igbo culture.  How is social life organized?  What are the important celebrations?  What is the role of war, of religion, and of the arts?  What is the role of the individual in relation to the community of Umuofia?  Compare /contrast Igbo ways-of-life, customs, perspectives, beliefs, and values to those of your own culture. 

7.) What do we learn from the kola ceremony of hospitality?  Kola is a mild stimulant, comparable to tea or coffee, which is served on most social occasions in this culture.  It is also one ingredient after which Coca-Cola is named.  Note how the ritual for sharing kola is described without being explained.  Kola nuts are "offered to guests on special occasions."  Palm-wine is a naturally fermented product of the palm-wine tree, a sort of natural beer.  How is awareness of rank observed in the drinking of the palm wine?  Note how Achebe introduces—but does not fully explain--Igbo customs, rituals, and ceremonies in the novel.  Think about why Achebe chooses to do this, considering that he wrote for an international non-African audience as well as his own peoples. 

8.) Note the means of exchange--cowry shells threaded on strings—common in many African cultures. The villages' distance from the sea makes cowries sufficiently rare to serve as money.  Cowries from as far away as Southeast Asia have been found in sub-Saharan Africa. 

9.) What effect does night have on the people in chapter two?  What do they fear?  How do they deal with their fear of snakes at night? 

10.) What is the cause and nature of the conflict with Mbaino?  Keep this in mind when you read chapter 13, where a serious incident has tragic consequences for Okonkwo, though it would be treated as a accidental manslaughter under our law. 

11.) What are the important crops?  What are the seasons?  How does sharecropping work?  What are the male and female designated crops, and why?  What is the relationship of women to agriculture? 

12.) Consider the dual roles in the human and spiritual worlds played by the egwugwu and Chielo, the priestess of Agbala.  Chielo, the priestess of Agbala is introduced in chapter three.  What does her power and status in Umuofia suggest about women’s roles in Igbo culture and religious beliefs?  Later in the novel, note Chielo’s roles in the village (e.g., in chapter six).  What are those roles?  

13.) The chi or personal spirit is a recurring theme in the novel, a spiritual belief important to understanding the main character Okonkwo.  What role does Okonkwo’s chi play in shaping his destiny?  

14.) Compare Obierika—a man "who thinks about things"--to Okonkwo.  Consider Obierika as a kind of foil—a parallel or contrasting character--to Okonkwo.

15.) Family Life: Examine family life and living arrangements in Okonkwo’s home.  Describe Okonkwo’s relationships to his wives and children, especially to Ekwefi, Ezinma, and Nwoye.  What differing roles and functions do men and women have in Igbo society?  What is Okonkwo’s attitude toward women?  In this polygamous culture, men may take more than one wife and each household is enclosed in a compound.  Each wife lives in a hut with her children, and the husband visits each wife in turn, though he has his own hut as well.  Children are often cared for more or less communally—another African proverb states, "It takes a village to raise a child."  Compare/contrast the advantages and disadvantages of this social structure to our own family arrangements in the U.S.
16.) The first chapters of Things Fall Apart provide exposition introducing the reader to the protagonist Okonkwo and the Ibo culture.  How do the following points of rising action indicate central conflicts around which the story will revolve: A.) Okonkwo’s increasing violence, B.) Okonkow’s hostility toward Nwoye, and C.) the relationship between Ezinma and her parents?
17.) In the novel’s early chapters, Achebe provides extensive ethnographic descriptions to Ibo life – Okonkwo’s compound, the villager’s farming practices, and village feasts and celebrations.  How does this strategy give the setting depth and authenticity?

18.) Achebe’s direct characterization of Okonkwo opens the novel and focuses on his physical prowess and accomplishments, suggesting which features of Okonkwo’s nature will eventually lead to his self-destruction.  How does Achebe’s direct characterization of other male characters – Okonkwo’s father, Unoka, his son Nwoye, and the hostage Ikemefuna – articulate the theme of masculine and feminine values eventually important throughout the entire novel?

19.) What events in chapters four through six introduce the theme that there is no such thing as static culture; change is continual and inevitable, and flexibility is necessary?  What else do these events accomplish?

20.) What does Achebe present to the reader that sets the stage for insight into the dynamic relationship between individuals and their society and the idea of the theme that men and women are affected by the expectations of the community; the community is affected by the changing needs and desires of the people?

21.) How could Okonkwo kill a boy who called him “father”?  Why is the killing ironic?

22.) The people of Umuofia believe that any man who works hard and shows bravery deserves merit regardless of his family origins.  Discuss an example in our society that demonstrates this principle of merit and an example that does not.

23.) When a man says yes his chi says yes also.  Explain the concept of chi in this story.  Do you feel this idea continues to offer wisdom or present the truth?  Please explain your answer.

24.) Please describe the “brotherly” relationship between Ikemefuna and Nwoye.

25.) Please explain how Okonkwo’s mad self-absorption disrupts the composition of his family. 
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