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Essay: Discuss the kinds of competence, knowledge and cultural and discursive understanding that make Things Fall Apart more intelligible to its readers. Avoid using chapters 5 and 6 of Things Fall Apart as the primary basis for your essay.

Intelligibility, in its simplest form, is how a reader makes sense of the text they are reading. A reader will need knowledge, sympathies, values and beliefs in order to make sense of the text. Narrative texts and readers cannot be innocent in their expectation of each other. Understanding texts requires competencies we have learnt from other literary texts. Readers compare and contrast these experiences to render text intelligible. In this essay I will be considering the kinds of competence, knowledge, cultural and discursive understanding that make Chapter 7 in Things Fall Apart[footnoteRef:1]more intelligible to readers. I will be drawing on works by authors of criticism of literary theory, and also on authors whose works unveil cultural aspects of Africa, their tribes and peoples that are needed to make sense of the narrative to a reader. [1:  Chinua Achebe, Things Fall Apart (London: Penguin, 2010).] 

In Chapter 7 of Things Fall Apart Ikemefuna who had been brought to live in Okonkwo’s household is described as follows:[footnoteRef:2] “He grew rapidly like a yam tendril in the rainy season and was full of the sap of life.” In order to make this intelligible to readers, it is necessary to consider how important the growth and production of yams were to the Ibo culture. In The Fiction of Chinua Achebe[footnoteRef:3] Jago Morrison takes an extract of G.D. Killam’s analysis[footnoteRef:4] which states,  [2:  Achebe, p,49.]  [3:  Jago Morrison, The Fiction of Chinua Achebe (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007), p.10.]  [4:  G.D. Killam, The Writings of Chinua Achebe (London: Heinemann, 1977), p.1.] 

“The yam is King. A man’s wealth, status and reputation depend upon his possession of yams…With yams which are wealth, a man could take titles in the clan; that is, he could achieve power and influence the conduct of the affairs of the clan.”
Thus, throughout Chapter 7 and the entire novel the yam comes to signify not just a staple food for the Ibo tribe but a basis upon which a man’s entire success or lack of success depends upon. It is key for the reader to have this knowledge, in order to make the novel intelligible.
When Okonkwo encourages both Nwoye, his son, and Ikemefuna to sit with him in his obi, telling stories of[footnoteRef:5] ‘violence and bloodshed’ Nwoye is said to prefer the stories his mother used to tell him. Achebe employs a past-oriented delay in this passage as he relates the story between the Earth and the Sky that Nwoye’s mother had told him, before Nwoye has to feign his disdain for these type of stories in front of Okonkwo as[footnoteRef:6] “He knew that his father wanted him to be a man.” Diane Ackers-Rhoades explains in her article[footnoteRef:7] “Stories become means of inciting men to strength, of teaching about the Gods, and of generally passing on the culture.” Okonkwo is desperate for Nwoye to exhibit the same fearless warrior-like behaviour of himself. [5:  Achebe, p.50.]  [6:  Achebe, p.51.]  [7:  Diane Ackers-Rhoades, ‘Culture in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart’, African Studies Review 36, (1993, p.67) JSTOR.] 

There is a further, subtle, past-oriented delay when Achebe describes how the two boys[footnoteRef:8] “would listen to Okonkwo’s stories about tribal wars, or how years ago, he had stalked his victim, overpowered him and obtained his first human head.” We are given no further information on this past and gruesome episode in Okonkwo’s life, but the reader struggles to understand the cultural reasoning behind this. Ian Reid states[footnoteRef:9]  [8:  Achebe, p.51.]  [9:  Ian Reid, Narrative Exchanges, (London: Routledge, 1992), p.72.] 

“The text draws extensively on traditional Nigerian stories and the ritual customs with which they are associated […] ‘masculine stories of violence and bloodshed’ all circulate within the tribal culture, helping to constitute it; there are also references to other practices which serve intratextually as models for different narrative relations.”
The episode that follows of the arrival of the locusts to Umuofia is definitely one that would confuse the reader. In the text the villagers are[footnoteRef:10] “talking excitedly and praying that the locusts should camp in Umuofia for the night.” The implied reader’s confusion would stem from the fact that their immediate term of reference from other narration would be the Plague of Locusts, referred to in the Book of Exodus in the Bible, set upon Egypt after the Pharaoh refused to free Israelite slaves. This framing is extratextual as it is drawing on a reference which exist elsewhere in narrative. The biblical locusts are seen as ravishing crops, destroying the land:[footnoteRef:11] “The Lord said to Moses, ‘Stretch out your hand over Egypt so locusts swarm over the land, and devour everything grown in the fields, everything left by the hail.” Yet in Things Fall Apart, the locusts are welcomed as extra food for the villagers. [10:  Achebe, p.53.]  [11:  The Book of Exodus, 10:12.] 

 I perceive this as being a future-oriented delay technique employed by Achebe. The welcoming of the locusts who traditionally destroy everything seems unintelligible now to the  reader, however later in the novel the locusts represent the Christian missionaries that would ‘invade’ the tribe, break up their customs, traditions and beliefs and spread their own religion. There is a recency effect employed here by the author as the reader has to judge what they have learnt before about locusts against the current information that locusts are ‘a good thing.’ In The Fiction of Chinua Achebe  good points are raised by James Snead on the understanding of discourse  as he writes in Homi Bhaba’s essay collection,[footnoteRef:12]  [12:  Morrison, p.29.] 

“ Things Fall Apart, works to destabilize the viewing position of European readers. [This is achieved through] the novel’s range of unfamiliar cultural reference and its skilful manipulation of point of view, and also its use of language.”
A pivotal episode in Chapter 7 of Things Fall Apart is Ogbuefi Ezeudu’s visit to Okonkwo where he refuses to join in the locust meal and asks to speak to Okonkwo outside his obi. He imparts the information that Umuofia has decided to kill Ikumefuna and that[footnoteRef:13] “The Oracle of the Hills and the Caves has pronounced it.” He warns Okonkwo[footnoteRef:14] “ That boy calls you father. Do not bear a hand in his death.” The reader in this instance is required to understand the Ibo tribe’s customs and rituals. Diane Ackers-Rhoades explains[footnoteRef:15] “Although the conditions in Nigeria require warlike men for the survival of the village, the Igbos have realized the danger of such men to their own society. Warriors must be fierce to their own enemies and gentle to their own people, yet spirited men can bring discord to their own societies.” Ezeudu therefore is warning the headstrong and warrior Okonkwo, to have no part in Ikemefuna’s death  as Ikemefuna is basically one of Okonkwo’s family who he treats as a son. Ackers-Rhoades go on to say[footnoteRef:16] “Recognising the need for Okonkwo to distinguish between friends and enemies, Ogbuefi Ezeudu calls on Okonkwo to distinguish between friends and enemies […] the boy is too much like a family member.” The implied reader has no or limited frame of reference to envisage the tribal killing of a family member. Also, the reader needs to render intelligible the discourse of the tribe’s religious values and beliefs as to why The Oracle of the Hills and Caves has announced Ikemefuna’s forthcoming death. Ackers-Rhoades, however, states that maybe the implied reader does have a frame of reference in the Old Testament[footnoteRef:17] [13:  Achebe, p.54.]  [14:  Achebe, p.54.]  [15:  Ackers-Rhoades, p.65.]  [16:  Ackers-Rhoades, p.65.]  [17:  Ackers-Rhoades, p.68.] 

“Igbo history does not seem so different from that of the British […] A form of the principle of an eye for an eye is involved in Mbainbo’s giving Mbanta a young virgin and a young man to replace the ‘daughter of Mbanta’ killed in Mbaino. It is the Old Testament principle cast in a more flexible  and gentler mode for the killing of Ikemefuna is dependent on The Oracle, and thus, is not like the Old Testament Law, inevitable.”
Ezeudu is warning Okonkwo that killing a member of your own family or clan is forbidden in Ibo culture, much in the same way Christianity also forbids killing.
The actual killing of Ikemefuna by Okonkwo in Chapter 7 is a turning point in the fortunes of Okonkwo and the significant turning point in his downfall. Up until Chapter 7 we are told of Okonkwo’s wrestling victories, his prosperous compound, his three wives, his barns full of yams, his respect as a warrior, but after this point of the story everything changes for Okonkwo and his family, particularly Nwoye. In The Fiction of Chinua Achebe, Rhonda Cobham challenges Achebe on the question of gender and an examination of masculinity. Cobham says[footnoteRef:18] [18:  Morrison, p.31.] 

“ […] Okonkwo’s obsession with courage and the ‘ability to do difficult, even distasteful jobs without flinching’ [is] the pivotal dramatization of the latter provided by Okonkwo’s killing of Ikemefuna in which affection of his foster-son is overwhelmed by the fear of displaying ‘feminine’ weakness.”
The reader is confronted time and time again by the ‘superior’ Okonkwo who ‘controls’ his women and children but sees affection as womanly and only warrior actions as worthy. It is difficult in modern European culture to totally understand those values and beliefs. Cobham also points out how Achebe’s framing of this episode has parallels with the Old Testament story of Abraham and Isaac which can then provide a link to the intelligibility for the reader,[footnoteRef:19] [19:  Morrison, p.32.] 

“In describing Ikemefuna’s death, Achebe, like Okonkwo, must find a way of synchronizing the qualities he wishes to represent with the values he has internalized. While Achebe shares the mission-school horror of human sacrifice, an attitude he also attributes to the converts in Things Fall Apart he must find ways of addressing this issue without jeopardizing the reader’s sympathy for the community as a whole. Thus, he structures the story of Ikemefuna’s death so that it parallels the biblical story of Abraham’s near sacrifice of his own Isaac […} ‘My father they have killed me!’ echoes the biblical story.”
The reaction of Nwoye to Ikemefuna’s death at the hands of Okonkwo at the end of Chapter 7 is a significant passage. Achebe writes[footnoteRef:20] “Nwoye knew that Ikemefuna had been killed, and something seemed to give way inside him, like the snapping of a tightened bow.” There then follows a past-oriented delay of how Nwoye remembers feeling like this at past harvest times and the joy of the children during this time. He had felt like this as [footnoteRef:21] “Nwoye had heard that twins were put in earthenware pots and thrown away in the forest […]” The joy of being a child during harvest time is sharply replaced with how he felt inside and he then can link these two events. These events are a catalyst for Nwoye’s later conversion to Christianity, which create a gap for the reader’s intelligibility and how both of these events will impact on Nwoye later in the novel. Nwoye starts to question the values and beliefs of the Ibo tribe as to why Ikemefuna had to be killed and why twins are abandoned in the Evil Forest. Eugene B. McCarthy argues[footnoteRef:22] “Christianity speaks directly to Nwoye’s needs not in rational or doctrinal terms, but in mercy and comfort of spirit.” Nwoye can be seen by the reader to be a central character in the plot who questions his tribe’s beliefs and ultimately will be a catalyst for the demise of the Ibo tribe, its cultures and beliefs. Gareth Griffiths argues[footnoteRef:23]  [20:  Achebe, p.58.]  [21:  Achebe, p.58.]  [22:  Eugene B. McCarthy, ‘Rhythm and Narrative Method in Things Fall Apart’ (Novel, A form on Fiction, 18, 1995). JSTOR. p.253.]  [23:  Morrison, p.29.] 

“The figure of Nwoye is seen as of pivotal importance in the novel, especially as a bridge between traditional culture and the new colonial order […] In Things Fall Apart the central character is Okonkwo. But as the story develops, we realize it is Nwoye not Okonkwo who takes the first step that will lead the Ibo writer to be able to record in a ‘world language’ the disintegration of his tribal past. Okonkwo’s ‘success’ leads to his destruction, Nwoye’s ‘failure’[to match up to Okonkwo’s warrior expectations of his son] ensures his survival in the changing world of Umuofia. Nwoye puts personal feelings above social responsibility.”
The reader will thus understand this ‘world language’ discourse in terms of the historical background to the tribe’s implosion, against the backdrop of the Nigeria that was emerging when Achebe published the novel in 1958.
In conclusion, one simple chapter of Things Fall Apart throws out considerable challenges of intelligibility for the reader, and it is necessary for the reader to draw on aspects of competence, knowledge, cultural and discursive aspects in order to fully understand and appreciate what the author is conveying to the reader.
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