
Chinua Achebe describes how colonialism affects the culture, families, and economy of the natives in his book, Things Fall Apart.  His story is about a proud and wealthy village warrior named Okonkwo, whose goal is to achieve the highest, title ranks through his acquirement of wealth, fame, and honor.  As the title suggests, things do not go well as the book progresses, and eventually, the “bush-fire in the harmattan” is distinguished (3).  The introduction of the “white man” and his “iron horse” – colonialism – did not only cause “things” to “fall apart;” it caused a whole culture, an entire people, a perfect balance to topple and erupt into chaos, confusion, and death; ironically, the white men did not cause any of it; their ideas did.


Achebe wanted to emphasize throughout the first two parts of the book that the Umofian society was not a utopia; conversely, it was very much a brutal and class orientated civilization, yet there was a balance and order that was apparent in the midst of the semi-anarchic organization.  Throughout the first half of the book, Achebe provides many examples of crime, punishment, social and economic ladder, and order.  When Okonkwo beat his wife during “the Week of Peace”, which is a serious violation, he was required to show his repentance to the gods by sacrificing several items (31).  This hints at the society that offers a system of rules and regulations based on religion.  Achebe conveys that Umofia is justified and stable in terms of crime and punishment.  Furthermore, Achebe utilized Okonkwo’s never-ending hatred of his father as a tool to delineate the society’s forgiving nature; people who were low on the economic ladder can still survive.  Even though Unoka, Okonkwo’s father, was a very lazy and poor man, he was still able to survive through the loans – donations – that he acquired from the wealthy.  This shows that the society is able to support itself through a network of the rich giving to the poor – similar to a welfare system.  Through his examples of religious, economic, and political stability, Achebe describes Umofia as a very sustainable and self-efficient society, needing no aid or conversion by the white people through colonialism.


Achebe’s position on and description of colonialism is different from many other political analysts.  At the end of the book, there is a very subtle change – with the exception of the slaughter in Abame – after the introduction of the “white man” (138).  Starting out as a small joke about “buttocks”, it is apparent that the colonizers did not enter with force and use weapons to gain control over the people of Umofia(145).  Achebe wanted to emphasize that the people were not destroyed by guns, “iron horses”, or even the presence of the white men; they were destroyed by what the white men brought: Christianity, Capitalism, bureaucracy – ideas.  It was not a colonist who killed the “sacred python”; it was not a colonist who unmasked an “egwugwu”; the people of Umofia caused their own destruction through the basis of the ideas communicated by the white men (185-6).  After learning about Christianity, the natives started doubting their own gods, causing havoc and confusion by adopting the traditions and ideals of a new religion.  After learning about capitalism and open markets, the natives flocked to sell and trade through the white men, neglecting their old values and causing their own economies to be dependent on the white men.  The natives of Umofia were not slaughtered like the people of Abame, but they suffered great loss through the introduction of new ideas that contradicted their traditions and values.


With the new ideas, the perfect balance of the native society was toppled and chaos erupted.  Achebe never explicitly describes the white men committing any murder or purposely causing chaos.  The Umofians caused all the murdering and chaos themselves due to the conflicting ideas that the white men introduced to them.

