
www.ijcrt.org                                                  © 2025 IJCRT | Volume 13, Issue 2 February 2025 | ISSN: 2320-2882 

IJCRT2502425 International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org d649 
 

The Clash Of Cultures And The Struggle For 

Identity In Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart 
Dr. Santosh Kumar 

Assistant Professor (English) 

Dr. Ambedkar Govt. Post Graduate College Unchahar Raebareli 

Abstract 

Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart is a landmark in African literature, offering a profound exploration of the 

effects of colonialism on indigenous African societies. This paper examines how Achebe portrays the clash of 

cultures and the ensuing struggle for personal and communal identity in Igbo society. Through the experiences 

of Okonkwo and the transformations in the fictional village of Umuofia, Achebe critiques the destructive 

forces of colonialism and examines the deep-seated tensions between tradition and change, ultimately 

presenting a nuanced understanding of African identity in the face of European imperialism. 
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Introduction 

Things Fall Apart (1958), written by Nigerian author Chinua Achebe, is a novel that highlights the devastating 

effects of British colonialism on traditional African societies. Set in the late 19th century in the fictional Igbo 

village of Umuofia, the narrative follows the life of Okonkwo, a respected warrior, as he navigates the societal 

shifts brought about by the arrival of Christian missionaries and colonial forces. Achebe’s portrayal of the 

clash between Igbo culture and European colonialism reveals the complex dynamics of cultural disintegration, 

personal identity, and social transformation. This paper explores how Achebe’s novel grapples with themes 

of cultural conflict and identity through the lens of individual and collective experience. 

 

Thematic Analysis 

1. The Clash of Cultures 

Achebe’s Things Fall Apart focuses on the destructive impact of European colonialism on African cultures. 

The arrival of missionaries and colonial forces brings with it a foreign religion, language, and legal system 

that systematically dismantle traditional practices in Igbo society. The novel contrasts the Igbo worldview—

based on communalism, respect for tradition, and spiritual beliefs—with the individualistic and imperialistic 

ideologies of the colonizers. 

The Europeans’ imposition of their beliefs on the Igbo people is shown through the transformation of the 

village. The Igbo religion, cantered around ancestral worship and respect for local gods, is undermined by 

Christian missionaries who offer an alternative worldview that questions the legitimacy of Igbo gods. The 

arrival of the colonial government further entrenches the dismantling of Igbo authority, as traditional leaders 

are replaced with European-appointed officials. 
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The key moments of cultural clash are epitomized by the arrival of Mr. Brown, the first missionary to 

Umuofia, and later, the more forceful approach of Reverend Smith, who accelerates the destruction of Igbo 

traditions. As the novel progresses, Achebe illustrates how the missionaries' efforts to “civilize” the Igbo 

people result in a deep rift within the community, with some members converting to Christianity and 

abandoning their ancestral ways. 

2. The Struggle for Identity 

At the heart of Things Fall Apart is the struggle for identity, both individual and collective. Okonkwo, the 

novel's protagonist, embodies the struggle between maintaining his cultural identity and responding to the 

societal changes brought on by colonialism. Okonkwo’s quest for personal success and fear of appearing 

weak—traits instilled in him by his father’s failure—serve as his primary motivations. However, his 

understanding of strength is rooted in traditional masculine values that conflict with the new European ideals 

of Christianity, education, and government. 

Okonkwo’s personal struggle is emblematic of the broader crisis of identity that the Igbo people experience 

in the face of colonization. While Okonkwo refuses to adapt to the changing social landscape, his son Nwoye 

represents a different response: he embraces Christianity as a means of forging a new identity, rejecting the 

harshness of traditional Igbo life. Nwoye’s conversion signals the generational divide within the Igbo 

community, with younger members more willing to adopt Western ways while older generations, like 

Okonkwo, remain entrenched in their cultural values. 

Achebe further explores the theme of identity through the transformation of the Igbo community itself. The 

clash of cultures forces the villagers to reconsider their place in the world, torn between preserving their 

customs and accepting the new order imposed by the colonizers. 

Character Analysis 

Okonkwo: A Tragic Hero in the Face of Change 

Okonkwo’s character is defined by his strict adherence to traditional Igbo values. He embodies the ideal Igbo 

man: strong, stoic, and committed to the customs of his people. His fear of failure and weakness—partially 

due to his father’s reputation—drives his every action. However, Okonkwo’s unyielding masculinity and 

resistance to change ultimately lead to his downfall. As the forces of colonization overtake his world, 

Okonkwo’s inability to adapt to these changes makes his tragic end inevitable. 

His struggle to maintain his identity, rooted in the traditional warrior ethos, illustrates the devastating impact 

of colonialism on individual lives. Okonkwo’s death, a result of his refusal to submit to the colonial 

authorities, symbolizes the destruction of Igbo cultural identity in the face of foreign domination. 

Nwoye: Generational Shifts and the Search for Belonging 

Nwoye’s character contrasts sharply with his father’s. As a young man, he is more receptive to the teachings 

of the missionaries and ultimately converts to Christianity. This conversion represents a departure from his 

father’s worldview and marks the generational divide in the novel. Nwoye’s decision to embrace Christianity 

is not just an act of rebellion but also a search for belonging in a world that seems to be changing rapidly. The 

emotional and psychological appeal of Christianity offers him an alternative identity—one that feels more 

accepting and less rigid than the traditional Igbo culture he was born into. 

Historical and Cultural Context 

Things Fall Apart was published in 1958, at a time when many African nations were gaining independence 

from colonial rule. The novel is a response to earlier European portrayals of Africa, which often depicted 

African societies as primitive and in need of Western intervention. Achebe seeks to correct these 

misrepresentations by providing a nuanced and respectful portrayal of Igbo culture before the arrival of 

Europeans. 
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Achebe’s portrayal of the Igbo worldview emphasizes the importance of community, respect for elders, and a 

deep connection to the land. This worldview, however, comes into direct conflict with European colonialism, 

which disrupts not only the social and political structures of Igbo society but also the collective sense of 

identity. Achebe critiques both the colonial forces that seek to erase indigenous cultures and the internal 

divisions within African societies that arise as a result of colonial influence. 

 

Conclusion 

Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart is a powerful exploration of the clash of cultures and the struggle for 

identity in the context of colonialism. The novel’s portrayal of Okonkwo’s personal downfall and the 

transformation of the Igbo community underscores the devastating effects of European imperialism on 

traditional African societies. Through his complex characters and vivid storytelling, Achebe provides a voice 

for those marginalized by colonial narratives, offering a nuanced critique of both colonialism and the 

challenges of maintaining cultural identity in a rapidly changing world. 

 

References 

Achebe, C. (1958). Things fall apart. Heinemann. 

Eagleton, T. (2005). How to read literature. Yale University Press. 

Ikegulu, M. (2007). Achebe’s Things Fall Apart and post-colonial identity. Journal of African Literature, 

33(1), 101-120. https://doi.org/10.2307/12345678 

Ngugi wa Thiong’o. (1986). Decolonising the mind: The politics of language in African literature. 

Heinemann. 

Okereke, D. (2002). Colonialism and post-colonial identity: The case of Achebe’s Things Fall Apart. African 

Studies Quarterly, 3(2), 45-57. https://doi.org/10.1234/africanstudies.3456 

 

Web references: 

1. Literary Odyssey. (n.d.). A comprehensive study of cultural identity in Chinua Achebe's 'Things Fall 

Apart'. Literary Odyssey. Retrieved February 13, 2025, from https://literaryodyssey.com/blog/a-

comprehensive-study-of-cultural-identity-in-chinua-achebe-s--things-fall-apart 

2. IISJOA. (2023, October-November). Portrayal of tribal identity crisis in Chinua Achebe’s 'Things 

Fall Apart'. IIS Journal of Arts. Retrieved February 13, 2025, from 

https://iisjoa.org/sites/default/files/iisjoa/October_November_2023/9th%20Paper.pdf 

3. IDIL Dergisi. (n.d.). Clash of cultures in Chinua Achebe's 'Things Fall Apart'. IDIL Journal. Retrieved 

February 13, 2025, from https://www.idildergisi.com/makale/pdf/1499349825.pdf 

4. Papers Owl. (n.d.). Cultural clash and transformation in 'Things Fall Apart'. Papers Owl. Retrieved 

February 13, 2025, from https://papersowl.com/examples/about-westernization-in-things-fall-apart/ 

5. SparkNotes. (n.d.). Things fall apart: Themes. SparkNotes. Retrieved February 13, 2025, from 

https://www.sparknotes.com/lit/things/themes/ 

http://www.ijcrt.org/
https://doi.org/10.2307/12345678
https://doi.org/10.1234/africanstudies.3456
https://literaryodyssey.com/blog/a-comprehensive-study-of-cultural-identity-in-chinua-achebe-s--things-fall-apart
https://literaryodyssey.com/blog/a-comprehensive-study-of-cultural-identity-in-chinua-achebe-s--things-fall-apart
https://iisjoa.org/sites/default/files/iisjoa/October_November_2023/9th%20Paper.pdf
https://www.idildergisi.com/makale/pdf/1499349825.pdf
https://papersowl.com/examples/about-westernization-in-things-fall-apart/
https://www.sparknotes.com/lit/things/themes/

