CHINUA ACHEBE
Things Fall Apart, 1958

'.f.:hs‘s selection from his novel, Things Fall Apart, Chinua Achebe
magines the arrival and impact of some of the first Anglican
missionaries among the Ibo people of Nigeria - his own ances-
rs— after 1857. Missionaries were amaong the earliest European
olonialists. The first missionaries went to the Americas with the
"panésh conquistadors in the decades after Columbus. But long
fter the conquistadors were replaced by professional soldiers,
administrators, policemen, mining engineers, company agents, and
ther representatives of a more bureaucratic and industrial age, the
_missionaries continued to seek out souls to save beyond the frontiers
of colonial settlement. What, according to Achebe, were the princi-
pal obstacles faced by the missionaries? Whar elements in Christian-
ty attracted somie Africans? What elements repelled others? Judging
from this selection, how would you characterize the overalf impact
of Christianity in Africa?

THINKING MISTORICALLY

Unlike Orwelf and Conrad, Achebe is not describing historical events

he witnessed, since he is writing abourt a period before he was bormn,
And yet, he has a firsthand experience of tho culture. How does that

experience make his fiction different from that of Conrad and

- Orwell? What does Achebe’s fiction add to a historical underscand-

ing of missionaries in Africa? How would you compare Achebe with
=Conrad?

he arrival of the missionaries had caused a considerable stir in the vil-
lage of Mbanta. There were six of them and one was a white man. Every
man and woman came out to see the white man. Stories about these
strange men had grown since one of them had been killed in Abame and
his iron horse tied to the sacred silk-cotton tree. And so everybody came
ta see the white man. It was the time of the year when everybody was at
home. The harvest was over.

When they had all gathered, the whire man began to speak to them.
He spoke through an interpreter who was an Ibo man, though his dialece
was different and harsh to the ears of Mbanra, Many people laughed at
his dialect and the way he used words strangely. Instead of saying
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“m},scff” he always said “my buttocks.” But he was a man o
ing presence and the clansmen listened to him. He said he was
them, as they could see from his colour and his language. The oth
biack men were also their brothers, although one of them did ng
Ibo. The white man was also their brother because they were a]}
God. And he told them about this new God, the Creator of all the
and all the men and women. He told them that they WOE‘ShIp
gods, gods of wood and stone. A deep murmur went through ¢
when he said this. He rold them thar the true God lived on'high 4
all men when they died went before Him for judgment. Evil:
the heathen who in their blindness bowed to wood and 'ston
thrown Into a fire that burned like palm -oil. But good men wh
shipped the true God lived for ever in His happy kingdom,
been sent by this great God to ask you to leave your wicked:
false gods and turn to Him so thar you may be saved when ycm--d
said. 2
“Your buttocks understand our language,” said someon:
edly and the crowd laughed.
“What did he say?” the white man asked his :nterpse{er Bu
“he could answer, another man asked a question: “Where i s
man’s horse?™ he asked. The Iho evangelists consulted among_
selves and decided that the man probably meant bicycle. They,
white man and he smiled benevolently.
“Tell them,” he said, “that I shall bring many iron horses ¥
have settled down among them. Some of them will even ride 1
horse themselves.” This was interpreted to them bur very few o
heard. They were mii\mgj excitedly among themselves because the
man had said he was going to ine among them. They had n
about that,
Ar tiz;s pornt an old man said he had a question. “Which is th
of yours,” he asked, “the goddess of the earth, the god of the sk
diora of thL Ehunderbolt, or what?”
The i interpreter spoke to the white man and he tmmedlately g
answer. “All the gods you have named are not gods at all. They -
of deceit who tell you to kill your fellows and destroy innocent child
There is Oniv one true God and He has the carth, the sky, 3 vo' an
and all of us.”
“If we leave our gods and follow your god,” asked anothc:
“who will protect us from the anger of our neglected: god
ancestors?”
“Your gods are not alive and cannot do you any harm,” .;re'p'li
white man. “They are pieces of wood and stone.”
When this was interpreted to the men of Mbanta rhey brok
derisive laughter. These men must be mad, they said to themsely_es




Achebe / Things Fall Apart w869

y-that Ani and Amadiora were harmless? And Idemili
yo?7:And some of them began to go away.
sionaries burst into song. It was one of those gay and
f evangelism which had the power of plucking at silent
the heart of an Ibo man. The interpreter explained
audience, some of whom now stood enthralled. It was
ho lived in darkness and in fear, ignorant of the love
»f one.sheep out on the hills, away from the gates of God
nder shepherd’s care.
ing the interpreter spoke about the Son of God whose
isti. Okonkwo, who only stayed in the hope that it might
the men out of the village or whipping them, now said:
th your own mouth that there was only one god. Now
n. He must have a wife, then.” The crowd agreed.
y Hehad a wife,” said the interpreter, somewhat lamely,
¢s said he had a son,” said the joker. “So he must have
them must have buttocks.”
ryignored him and went on to talk about the Holy Trinity.
konkwo was fully convinced thar the man was mad. He
1oulders and wenrt away to tap his afternoon palm-wine.
roung lad who had been captivated. His name was
0's first son. It was not the mad logic of the Trinity that
Je did not understand it. It was the poerry of the new
thing felt in the marrow. The hymn about brothers who
-in fear seemed to answer a vague and persistent
nted his young soul—the question of the twins crying
the-question of Tkemefuna who was killed. He felt a re-
- hymn poured into his parched soul. The words of the
the drops of frozen rain melring on the dry plate of the
woye’s callow mind was greatly puzzled.

aries spent their first four or five nights in the market-
ito.the village in the morning to preach the gospel.
e king of the village was, but the villagers told them
o king. “We have men of high ritle and the chief priests
they said.
easy getting the men of high title and the elders to-
itement of the first day. Bur the missionaries perse-
e end they were received by the rulers of Mbanta. They
of land o build their church.
and village had irs “evil forest.” In it were buried all those
eally evil diseases, like leprosy and smallpox. It was also
d for the potent fetishes of grear medicine-men when
vil forest” was, therefore, alive with sinister forces and
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powers of darkness. It was such 5 forest thar the
the missionaries. They did not really want theyy ; "
made them that offer which nobody in hig right sep
“They wanrt a piece of Jand to build their ¢
his peers when they consulted amon
piece of Jand.” He Paused, and ther,
dgreement. “Let us give them portion of it
about victory over death. Let usg give them a'res b
show their victory.” They laughed and agreed; and .
aries, whom they had asked o leave them for 4 vhil
“whisper together.” They offered them as much of th
cared to take. And to their Breatest amazement the
them and burst into song, -
“They do not understand,”
understand when they go to thej
they dispersed. 3
The next morning the crazy men actually begap
forest and to bujld their house, The inhabi_taﬁt_s of
them all to be dead within four days. The first day p
and rthird and fourth, and none of them died. Fy;
And then it became known that the white man’s fefis
power. It was said that he wore glasses on hig eye
and talk ro evil spirits. Not long after, he w

said some of the g
r plot of land tomorg

Although Nwoye had been attracted to tf new:f;
first day, he kept it secret. He dared not go too hearth
fear of his father. Bur whenever they came 1o preachin
place or the village playground, Nwoye was the i)
beginning to know some of the simple stories they told

“We have now builr a church,” said Mr Kiaga, th,
Was now in charge of the infanc congregation T,
back to Umuofia, where he built his headquarters
paid regular visits 1o My Kiaga’s congregation at'Mba

“We have now builr 4 church,” said Mr | aga;
all to come in every seventh day o worship the trie ¢
On the folfowing Sunday, Nwove passed and -pa;
earth and tharch butlding without summoning enoug:
He heard the voice of singing and although it came fre
men it was loud and confiden. Their church st
that looked like the Open mouth of the Evil F
snap its teeth together? Afrer passing and re-
Nwoye returned home. i
It was well known among the people of Mbanta
ANCestors were sometimes long-suffering and would de
man to go on defying them. But even in such ¢:

IEE———
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d:rwenry-eight days. Beyond thart limit no man was
d so excitement mounted in the village as the seventh
nce the impudent missionaries built their church
evillagers were so certain about the doom that
thar one or two converts thoughrt it wise to suspend
he new faith.
came by which all the missionaries should have died.
ifl alive, building a new red-carth and tharch house for
ga: That week they won a handful more converrs,
they had a woman. Her name was Nneka, the wife
s a:prosperous farmer. She was very heavy with child,
d four previous pregnancies and childbirths. But each
twins, and they had been immediately thrown away.
is family were already becoming highly critical of
ere not unduly perturbed when they found she had
“hristians. It was a good riddance.

konkwo’s cousin, Amikwu, was passing by the church
he neighbouring village, when he saw Nwoye among
was greatly surprised, and when he got home he went
kwo's hut and rold him whar he had seen. The women
itedly, bur Okonkwo sat unmoved.
afternoon before Nwoye returned. He went into the ob;
ather, but he did nor answer. Nwoye rurned round to
er compound when his father, suddenly overcome with
feet and gripped him by the neck.
you been?” he stammered.,
geled 1o free himself from the choking grip.
roared Okonkwo, “before I kill you!™ He seized a heavy
he dwarf wall and hit him two or three savage blows,
17 he roared again. Nwoye stood looking at him and
. The women were screaming outside, afraid to go in.
‘at once!” said a voice in the ourer compound. It was
e Uchendu. “Are you mad?”
id not answer. But he left hold of Nwoye, who walked
rned.
ack to the church and told Mr Kiaga that he had decided
where the white missionary had set up a school to

ristians to read and wrire.
0y was very great, “Blessed is he who forsakes his father
for my sake,” he intoned. “Those that hear my words are
1y mother,”
not fully understand. But he was happy to leave his

id return later to his mother and his brothers and sisters
lem to the new faith.
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As Okonkwo sar in his hur that nj
thought over the marrer. A sudden fury
strong desire to rake up his marcher, got

gh ty Bazin
LOSE

in it the finger of hijs personal god or chi, Fop:
his great misfortune and exile and now hjg de
Now that he had rime to think of it, his son’s.crima
enormity. To abandon the gods of one’s farhe an

of effeminate men clucking like old hens wasthe

tion. Suppose when he died all his male childre;
Nwoye’s steps and abandon thejr ancesrors? Okonloy
der run through him ar the terrible prospect, |

lation. He saw himself and his father crowding roy
shrine warting in vain for worship and sacrifice and find;
ashes of bygone days, and his children the while';
man’s god. If such a thing were ever 1o happen; he. OF;
wipe them off the face of the earth, -'

Okonkwo was popularly called the “Roaring F

into the log fire he recalled the name. He was a flam
could he have begotten a son like Nwoye, depe
Perhaps he was not his son. No! He could not:be; Hi,
him false. He would teach her! Byg Nwoye resemhle
Unoka, who was Okonkwo's father. He Pushed the
mind. He, Okonkwo, was called a flaming fire: Ho

Hessighed heavily, and as if i sympathy the é_xii_bil_idéif
And immediarely Okonkwos eyes were opened and he sa
ter clearly. Living fire begers cold, impotent ash ‘He sip
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