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The Igbo-and-English-speaking Nigerian novelist Chinua Achebe (1930-2013) sensitively portrays the psychodynamic of British colonialism in Nigeria in the related novels Things Fall Apart (1958) and No Longer at Ease (1960). To discuss Achebe’s 1958 and 1960 novels in the present review essay, I draw on the work of the American Jesuit scholar Walter J. Ong (1912-2003; Ph.D. in English, Harvard University, 1955) of Saint Louis University, the Jesuit university in the City of St. Louis, Missouri (USA), where, over the years, I took five courses from him.
Over my entire teaching career, from September 1969 to the end of May 2009, I frequently taught Achebe’s novels Things Fall Apart (1958) and No Longer at Ease (1960) – more frequently than I taught any other works of imaginative literature.
For example, I required the students in my reading-intensive introductory-level survey course Literacy, Technology, and Society at the University of Minnesota Duluth (UMD) to read both of those Achebe novels. The two novels are related to one another in the sense that the main character in Things Fall Apart is the grandfather of the main character in No Longer at Ease.
Now, Things Fall Apart centers on the encounter of the Nigerian people in a remote village with the British Empire around the turn of the twentieth century (circa 1905). But the story in No Longer at Ease centers around the mid-century (circa 1960) educated urban Nigerians who are awaiting Nigeria’s freedom from the British Empire.
The Wikipedia entry on Things Fall Apart reports that “it has sold more than 20 million copies worldwide.” It also says that it “has been translated into more than 50 languages.”
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Things_Fall_Apart
Wow! I find these numbers impressive!
Now, for further information about my course Literacy, Technology, and Society, see my UMD homepage www.d.umn.edu/~tfarrell (click on the prompt for courses and then select the course numbered 1506 from the drop-down menu).
But also see my 3,987-word review essay “My UMD Course Literacy, Technology, and Society, and Walter J. Ong’s Thought” (dated September 10, 2025):
https://hdl.handle.net/11299/276474
Now, over the years of my adult life (I turned 81 on March 17, 2025), I have devoted an enormous amount of time and energy to writing about my former teacher at Saint Louis University, the American Jesuit Renaissance specialist and cultural historian and pioneering media ecology theorist Walter J. Ong, mentioned above.
See, for example, my OEN articles (1) “Walter J. Ong’s Philosophical Thought” (dated September 20, 2020); and (2) “Thomas J. Farrell on Thomas J. Farrell” (dated November 17, 2023):
https://www.opednews.com/articles/Walter-J-Ong-s-Philosophi-by-Thomas-Farrell-Communication_Communications_Communications_Consciousness-200920-664.html
https://www.opednews.com/articles/Thomas-J-Farrell-on-Thoma-Professionalism-231117-426.html
Now, I want to re-frame what I just said about Things Fall Apart in terms of Ong’s media-ecology account of our Western cultural history.
On the one hand, the British Empire circa 1905 represents the print culture that emerged in our Western cultural history after the Gutenberg printing press emerged in Europe in the mid-1450s.
On the other hand, the remote Nigerian village that Achebe portrays in Things Fall Apart represents a residual form of what Ong refers to as a primary oral culture.
However, the mid-century (circa 1960) educated urban Nigerians that Achebe portrays in No Longer at Ease were living at the time when what Ong refers to as secondary oral culture was emerging world-wide, thanks to the communications media that accentuate sound.
Now, Ong’s pioneering study of print culture in our Western cultural history is also his pioneering media ecology account of the aural-to-visual shift in cognitive processing in our Western cultural history, his massively researched 1958 book Ramus, Method, and the Decay of Dialogue: From the Art of Discourse to the Art of Reason (Harvard University Press; for specific page references to the aural-to-visual shift in cognitive processing in our Western cultural history, see the “Index” [p. 396]). Peter Ramus (1515-1572) was the French Renaissance logician and educational reformer and Protestant martyr whose works in logic were extremely popular for a time.
Concerning Ong’s account of both primary oral culture and secondary oral culture, see Ong’s seminal 1967 book The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for cultural and Religious History (Yale University Press), the expanded version of his 1964 Terry Lectures at Yale University.
Now, subsequently to the publication of his seminal 1967 book, Ong published one of his most perceptive essays, “World as View and World as Event” in the American Anthropologist (August 1969).
It is reprinted in volume three of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (1995, pp. 69-90).
I discuss Ong’s 1969 essay extensively in my article “Walter Ong and Harold Bloom Can Help Us Understand the Hebrew Bible” in Explorations in Media Ecology, volume 11, number 3 & 4 (2012): pp. 255-272.
Now, the titles of those two novels by Achebe contain literary allusions. The title Things Fall Apart is a line in William Butler Yeats’ poem The Second Coming (1920), and the title of No Longer at Ease contains a line from T. S. Eliot’s poem The Journey of the Magi (1927). For further discussion of Achebe’s choice of those two titles, see Judith Illsley Gleason’s book This Africa: Novels by West Africans in English and French (Northwestern University Press, 1965, pp. 81-93 and130-136 and 140).
For a relevant critical assessment devoted primarily to Achebe, see Chinwe Christiana Okechukwu’s Achebe the Orator: The Art of Persuasion in Chinua Achebe’s Novels (Greenwood Press, 2001). In the “Foreword” (pp. ix-xi), Chinyere Grace Okafor of Wichita State University says, “Okechukwu studied English in universities in Great Britain and Nigeria, has a Ph.D. in Rhetoric from Catholic University of America in Washington, D.C., taught English language and literature in various institutions in Nigeria, and is at present a Full Professor at Montgomery College in Rockville, Maryland, where she teaches English, Literature, and Writing” (p. ix). In Okechukwu’s “Acknowledgments” (pp. xiii-xiv), she thanks “Dr. Jean Dietz Moss, Professor of Rhetoric and director of the Rhetoric Program at Catholic University of America in Washington, D.C., my teacher, mentor, and supervisor, who not only encouraged me to explore the academic field of rhetoric, but exercised great patience and showed a great amount of caring throughout the duration of putting this work together” (p. xiv). However, I am sorry to report that she does not even mention Ong’s work.
In any event, Okechukwu discusses Achebe’s Things Fall Apart in Chapter 2: “Audience and Oratory: Things Fall Apart” (pp. 13-43) and Achebe’s No Longer at Ease in Chapter 4: “Locale and Argumentation: No Longer at Ease” (pp. 77-97).
Now, for a biography of Achebe, see Chinua Achebe: A Biography (James curry/Indiana University Press,1997) by the Nigerian poet Ezenwa-Ohaeto (1958-2005; Ph.D. in literature, University of Benin, 1991).
But also see the Wikipedia entry “Chinua Achebe”:
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinua_Achebe
Now, in Ong’s seminal 1967 book The Presence of the Word: Some Prolegomena for Cultural and Religious History, mentioned above, he discusses Achebe’s novel No Longer at Ease.
Ong says, “In his sensitive novel No Longer at Ease, concerned with the acculturation of his native Nigeria, Chinua Achebe cogently portrays ([1961], pp. 126-127) the awesome impression which knowledge of writing has made on a thoughtful elderly man, who is fascinated by its order and stability and rather given to explaining this order and stability to illiterate kinsmen. He urges them to meditate on Pilate’s words (which he quotes in oral fashion, that is thematically, not verbatim, suppressing Pilate’s ‘I’): ‘What is written is written.’ The same man is even more impressed by print. He never destroys a piece of printed paper, but in boxes and the corners of his room saves every bit of it he can find. Order so assured as that of printed words deserves to be preserved, whatever the words say. It appears reasonable that such experience of this spectacularly ordered environment for thought, free from interference, simply there, unattended and unsupervised by any discernible person, would open to the overstrained psyche the new possibility of withdrawal into a world away from the tribe, a private world of delusional systemization – an escape not into violence or tribal magic, but into the interior of one’s own consciousness, rendered schizoid but once and for all consistent with itself” (Ong, 1967, pp. 136-137).
Now, in an interview published as “Named for Victoria, Queen of England” in the journal New Letters (1973), Chinua Achebe (1930-2013), born Albert Chinualumogu Achebe, revealed that his father, an Anglican catechist, had served as the real-life model for the elderly man he portrays in the ways that Ong describes. In the interview Achebe says, “‘My parents’ reverence for books was almost superstitious. . . . My father was much worse than my mother. He never destroyed any paper. When he died, we had to make a bonfire of all the hoardings of his life’” (p. 20).
“Named for Victoria, Queen of England” is reprinted in Achebe’s Morning Yet on Creation Day (1975, pp. 116-124) and in Achebe’s Hopes and Impediments: Selected Essays (1989, pp. 30-39).
No doubt both Achebe’s 1960 novel No Longer at Ease and his 1958 novel Things Fall Apart are rooted in his own personal memories. Nevertheless, I would not characterize them as semi-autobiographical novels in the same sense that I would characterize D. H. Lawrence’s 1913 novel Sons and Lovers and James Joyce’s 1916 novel A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man, and Virginia Woolf’s 1927 novel To the Lighthouse as semi-autobiographical novels.
Whatever else may be said about Achebe, his 1960 and 1958 novels provide a unique – and beautiful -- contributions to the anglophone history of the modern novel. Yes, to be sure, the modern novel in English emerged in our Western cultural history in the print culture that emerged in Europe after the Gutenberg printing press emerged in Europe in the mid-1450s.
Because Ong liked to say that we need both proximity (closeness) and distance to understand something, I’s like to use these terms now to re-frame Achebe’s 1960 and 1958 novels. Because of Achebe’s proximity (closeness) to his native Igbo language and culture, on the one hand, and, on the other, his distance from his native language and culture by using the English language, he was able to understand and sensitively portray the psychodynamics of British colonialism in both his 1958 and his 1960 novels.
In any event, back to Ong. In April and May of 1974, Ong served as a Lincoln Lecturer. He lectured in Central and West Africa, including Nigeria. After his lecture tour, he published three Africa-themed articles:
(1) “Mass in Ewondo” in the Jesuit-sponsored magazine America (September 28, 1974): ???. It is reprinted in volume four of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (1999, pp. 103-110).
(2) “African Talking Drums and Oral Noetics” in New Literary History: A Journal of Theory and Interpretation, volume ???, number ??? (Spring 1977): pp. ???. Ong reprinted it in his 1977 book Interfaces of the Word: Studies in the Evolution of Consciousness and Culture (Cornell University Press, pp. 92-120).
(3) “Truth in Conrad’s Darkness” in Mosaic: A Journal for the Comparative Study of Literature and Ideas, volume ???, number ??? (Fall 1977): pp. ???. It is reprinted in volume three of Ong’s Faith and Contexts, edited by Thomas J. Farrell and Paul A. Soukup (Scholars, 1995, pp. 186-201).
“Mass in Ewondo” is one of my favorite essays by Ong.
Now, in 2009, Norton published A Norton Critical Edition: Chinua Achebe: Things Fall Apart, edited by Francis Abiola Irele (1936-2017; Ph.D. in French, University of Paris, Sorbonne, 1966) (W. W. Norton and Company). Irele is the author of the rich essay “The Crisis of Cultural Memory in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart” in the African Studies Quarterly (2000, pp. 1-40) – which is far too lengthy to be reprinted in its entirety in the Norton Critical Edition. However, the Norton Critical Edition does reprint a somewhat lengthy excerpt from Irele’s 2001 book The African Imagination: Literature in Africa and the Black Diaspora (pp. 115-153) titled “The Crisis of Cultural Memory in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart” (pp. 453-491). 
In any event, in the Norton Critical Edition, Irele reprinted Abdul JanMohamed’s 1984 essay “Sophisticated Primitivism: The Syncretism of Oral and Literate Modes in Achebe’s Things Fall Apart” (pp. 571-586). In JanMohamed’s essay, he refers frequently to Ong’s 1982 book Orality and Literacy: The Technologizing of the Word – Ong’s most widely read and most widely translated book.
In conclusion, JanMohamed and other scholars interested in Achebe’s novels Things Fall Apart and No Longer at Ease should draw not only on Ong’s 1982 book but on his other works as well to provide a more thorough account of Oral and Literate Modes of thought and expression in those two related novels.
(Because JanMohamed’s “Notes,” giving bibliographic information, are not reprinted in the 2009 Norton Critical Edition of Achebe’s novel Things Fall Apart, I have included a complete bibliographic reference to JanMohamed’s 1984 article in my “References” at the end of this essay.)

References:

Achebe, C. (1958). Things fall apart. William Heinemann.
Achebe, C. (1961). No longer at ease. Ivan Obolensky.
Achebe, C. (1973). Named for Victoria, Queen of England. New Letters (University of Missouri – Kansas City), 40, pp. 14-22.
Achebe, C. (1975). Morning yet on creation day. Doubleday.
Achebe, C. (1989). Hopes and impediments: Selected essays. Doubleday.
Achebe, C. (2009). A Norton critical edition: Chinua Achebe: Things fall apart: Authoritative text, contexts, and criticism (pp. 1-117; F. A. Irele, Ed.). W. W. Norton.
Anonymous. (2024). Chinua Achebe. Wikipedia link in the above text.
Anonymous. (2024). Things fall apart. Wikipedia link in the above text.
Ezenwa-Ohaeto. (1997). Chinua Achebe: A biography. James Curry (UK); and Indiana University Press.
Farrell, T. J. (2012). Walter Ong and Harold Bloom can help us understand the Hebrew Bible. Explorations in Media Ecology, 11(3 & 4), pp. 255-272.
Farrell, T. J. (2020, September 20). Walter J. Ong’s philosophical thought. www.opednews.com link in the above text.
Farrell, T. J. (2023, November 17). Thomas J. Farrell on Thomas J. Farrell. www.opednews.com link in the above text.
Gleason, J. I. (1965). This Africa: Novels by West Africans in English and French. Northwestern University Press.
Irele, F. A. (2000, Fall). The crisis of cultural memory in Chinua Achebe’s Things fall apart. African Studies Quarterly, 4(3), pp. 1-40.
Irele, F. A. (2001). The African imagination: Literature in Africa and the black diaspora. Oxford University Press.
JanMohamed, A. (1984). Sophisticated primitivism: Syncretism of oral and literate modes in Achebe’s Things fall apart. Ariel: A Review of International English Literature (University of Calgary), 15(4), pp. 19-39.
Okechukwu, C. C. (2001). Achebe the orator: The art of persuasion in Chinua Achebe’s novels. Greenwood Press.
Ong, W. J. (1958). Ramus, method, and the decay of dialogue: From the art of discourse to the art of reason. Harvard University Press.
Ong, W. J. (1967). The presence of the word: Some prolegomena for cultural and religious history. Yale University Press.
Ong, W. J. (1969, August). World as view and world as event. American Anthropologist, 71(4), pp. 634-647.
Ong, W. J. (1974, September 28). Mass in Ewondo. America, 131(8), pp. 148-151.
Ong, W. J. (Spring 1977). African talking drums and oral noetics. New Literary History: A Journal of Theory and Interpretation, 8(3), pp. 411-429.
Ong, W. J. (Fall 1977). Truth in Conrad’s darkness. Mosaic: A Journal for the comparative Study of Literature and Ideas (University of Manitoba), 11(1), pp. 151-163.
Ong, W. J. (1977). Interfaces of the word: Studies in the evolution of consciousness and culture. Cornell University Press.
Ong, W. J. (1982). Orality and literacy: the technologizing of the word. Methuen.
Ong, W. J. (1992a, 1992b, 1995, 1999). Faith and contexts (T. J. Farrell and P. A. Soukup, Eds.). Scholars Press.

