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Abstract 

Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart has often been read as a narrative of 

cultural collision and colonial trauma. However, through the lens of Environmental 

Humanities, the novel reveals an equally profound ecological consciousness rooted 

in the Igbo community’s symbiotic relationship with the earth. The rhythms of 

agriculture, ritual practices, and spiritual beliefs in the novel illustrate a worldview 

where nature, divinity, and human existence are interdependent. The arrival of 

colonial forces disrupts not only social and religious structures but also this delicate 

ecological balance, symbolizing a deeper rupture between humanity and environment. 

This paper explores how Achebe’s portrayal of indigenous ecology embodies both 

cultural and environmental loss, situating the novel within an eco-critical discourse 

that links colonization with ecological devastation. By foregrounding the spiritual 

ecology of the Igbo people, the study highlights Things Fall Apart as a text of 

environmental memory—one that mourns the destruction of both land and life 

systems integral to identity and tradition. 

 

 

Keywords: Things Fall Apart; indigenous ecology; ecocriticism; Environmental 
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Introduction 

Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) is widely recognised as a major 

literary account of Igbo life and the disruption produced by British colonial expansion 

and Christian missionary activity. The novel presents a community whose social 

organisation is inseparable from farming, seasonal change, ritual observance, kinship 

and relationships with spiritual forces. Land is not merely a resource or a passive 

background to human action. It supports food production, structures communal time, 
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gives meaning to ritual obligations and helps define a person’s place within a network 

of ancestors, deities and neighbours. An ecological reading therefore makes it 

possible to see cultural change as more than a conflict between political or religious 

systems: it is also a disturbance in the relationships through which human life is 

sustained and understood. 

 

The novel’s environmental dimension should not, however, be romanticised. 

Achebe’s depiction of Igbo society includes gendered hierarchies, violence and 

practices that invite ethical scrutiny. Nor does the novel portray the community as a 

perfectly harmonious ecological utopia. Rather, it depicts a lived system in which 

human activities, natural processes and spiritual obligations are closely connected. 

The earth is productive, but it is also governed by limits, taboos, uncertainty and 

communal responsibilities. The Week of Peace, the New Yam Festival, the 

agricultural calendar and the importance of Ani, the earth goddess, show how 

ecological rhythms are embedded in social and religious life. 

 

This paper asks: How does Things Fall Apart represent the interdependence 

of land, ritual and Igbo cultural identity, and how does colonial disruption expose the 

ecological dimensions of cultural crisis? It uses ecocriticism and postcolonial 

ecocriticism to analyse the novel’s representations of agriculture, sacred land, ritual 

time, human–nonhuman relations and colonial change. It argues that Achebe’s 

narrative presents ecological relations as part of the community’s cultural memory. 

Colonialism disrupts this world not only by introducing new political authority and 

religious beliefs but also by weakening the shared practices and meanings through 

which land, spirituality and social life are connected. 

 

The paper does not claim that the novel is a straightforward environmental 

manifesto or that it depicts all indigenous practices as sustainable. Scholars have 

debated whether the environmental significance of Things Fall Apart should be 

understood as an explicit ecological ethic or as part of Achebe’s representation of a 

particular social world. This paper takes that debate seriously. It reads ecological 

meanings through narrative patterns and cultural contexts, distinguishing between the 

novel’s representation of Igbo cosmology and contemporary environmental values 

projected onto it. Its contribution is a focused reading of the ways ecological 

relationships become legible as cultural relationships, and of how colonial rupture 

threatens both. 
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Research Objectives and Questions 

The study has four objectives: (1) to examine land and agriculture as 

foundations of Igbo material and communal life; (2) to analyse the role of ritual and 

spiritual belief in shaping relationships with the earth; (3) to investigate how 

colonialism transforms the social and spiritual structures through which ecological 

meanings are maintained; and (4) to consider the novel as environmental memory 

without idealising precolonial society. 

 

The main research question is: How does Achebe connect indigenous 

ecology with ritual, cultural identity and colonial rupture in Things Fall Apart? The 

subsidiary questions are: How do agricultural practices and seasonal festivals 

organize communal time? How does Ani connect ecological life with moral and social 

order? How does the arrival of missionaries and colonial administration affect shared 

understandings of land, spirituality and belonging? 

Literature Review 

Ecocritical scholarship approaches literature as a site where relationships 

between humans and the nonhuman world are represented, questioned and 

reimagined. In African literary studies, this approach has particular importance 

because colonial discourse frequently represented African landscapes as empty, 

uncultivated or awaiting development. Postcolonial ecocriticism challenges such 

assumptions by examining how land, resources and environmental knowledge are 

connected to power, history and cultural identity. It also cautions against treating 

“nature” as a universal category detached from the social and spiritual meanings that 

particular communities assign to land and nonhuman life. 

 

Studies of Things Fall Apart have increasingly considered the ecological 

significance of land, agricultural cycles and spiritual beliefs. Dhanalakshmi (2017) 

reads the novel ecocritically and foregrounds the close relationship between African 

life and the natural environment, including the damage that colonisation causes to this 

relationship. Muyumba (2022) argues that land functions as a cultural landscape: Igbo 

relationships with land are shaped by beliefs, uses and customs, and land is central to 

religious and social practices. These arguments move discussion beyond landscape 

as setting and show that the environment is implicated in cultural life. 

 

Nwoma (2021) examines the ecological dimension of Things Fall Apart 

through human action and cultural orientations. His analysis highlights ecological 
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tensions and the possibility that human activity can contribute to environmental 

problems rather than existing outside them. This perspective prevents the present 

paper from presenting Igbo society as uniformly harmonious with nature. The novel 

depicts a complex relationship between human practices and the environment, not an 

uncomplicated separation between an eco-friendly indigenous world and an 

ecologically destructive modern world. 

 

Adugna and Hailu (2025) apply postcolonial ecocriticism to Things Fall 

Apart and Ngũgĩ wa Thiong’o’s Petals of Blood. They argue that ecological concerns 

are intertwined with social and cultural concerns and that indigenous environmental 

knowledge can challenge colonial narratives representing African environments as 

wilderness requiring control. Ojeifo (2025) examines ecology and religion in 

Achebe’s novel, arguing that ecological motifs are connected to spiritual and ethical 

questions. This emphasis is relevant to the present study’s focus on Ani, ritual practice 

and the spiritual dimensions of land. 

 

The literature also calls for caution. Ekwueme-Ugwu and Abonyi (2020) 

challenge readings that automatically classify Things Fall Apart as ecocritical in the 

contemporary sense. They suggest that references to nature may function as 

contextual elements in Achebe’s reconstruction of precolonial Igbo life rather than as 

an explicit environmental programme. This disagreement is methodologically 

valuable: trees, animals and agriculture do not by themselves prove that a novel 

advocates modern environmental sustainability. The analysis must demonstrate how 

these details function in the text and avoid attributing contemporary ecological 

intentions to Achebe without evidence. 

 

Building on these discussions, the present paper treats ecological meaning as 

a relationship among material subsistence, spiritual belief, social order and historical 

change. Its contribution is not to claim that critics have ignored ecology altogether, 

but to bring agriculture, ritual and colonial rupture together under the concept of 

environmental memory. This approach asks how a novel preserves the meanings of a 

place-based way of life while narrating the pressures that transform it. 

Theoretical Framework 

The paper draws on ecocriticism and postcolonial ecocriticism. Ecocriticism 

examines how literary texts represent the natural world and relationships between 

human beings and their environments. It asks how land, plants, animals, seasons and 

http://www.rjoe.org.in/


 

RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE) 
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696 

An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal 

Impact Factor: 8.576 (SJIF) | Vol. 11, Issue 4 (Oct, Nov & Dec;2026) 

__________________________________________________________________ 

  

RJOE JOURNAL 162 

 

ecological processes are shaped by narrative, culture and ideology. The environment 

is not treated simply as scenery; it can participate in the organisation of plot, identity, 

value and conflict. 

 

Postcolonial ecocriticism adds attention to empire, colonial knowledge and 

unequal power. Colonialism has often involved not only political domination but also 

the reclassification of land, the imposition of new institutions and the devaluation of 

indigenous knowledge systems. This approach asks whose understanding of land is 

authorised, which practices are treated as legitimate, and how cultural transformation 

affects relationships with the nonhuman world. In Things Fall Apart, colonial arrival 

can be examined as a cultural and epistemic rupture: it challenges the spiritual and 

communal frameworks through which the Igbo world is interpreted. 

 

A related concept is spiritual ecology, used here to describe the ways 

ecological relationships are mediated through religious beliefs, ritual obligations and 

moral understandings. Agriculture is not separated neatly from spirituality in the 

novel. Ani, the agricultural calendar, the Week of Peace and the New Yam Festival 

connect fertility and harvest to communal conduct and religious observance. The 

natural world forms part of a larger order in which human conduct is accountable to 

powers and relationships beyond the individual. 

  

The paper also uses environmental memory to describe the literary 

preservation of practices, seasons, beliefs and relationships vulnerable to historical 

change. Environmental memory is not a literal record of an untouched past. It is 

constructed through narrative selection and may include tension, contradiction and 

loss. In Achebe’s novel, farming, ritual and sacred land show how community identity 

is embedded in place. Colonial change can therefore be understood as more than a 

shift in governance: it threatens shared meanings attached to land and the routines 

through which those meanings are transmitted. 

Methodology and Discussion 

This study uses qualitative close textual analysis. It examines episodes and 

recurring motifs in Things Fall Apart, including yam cultivation and the agricultural 

cycle; the Week of Peace and the New Yam Festival; the place of Ani and sacred 

obligations; the relationship between human conduct and communal welfare; and the 

arrival of missionaries and colonial administration. 
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The method proceeds in three stages. First, the analysis identifies passages in 

which land, crops, seasons, animals, ritual or spiritual powers are represented. Second, 

it examines the narrative function of these details: whether they organise communal 

time, establish moral obligations, define belonging or reveal conflict. Third, it 

considers how the meanings attached to these practices are altered by colonial 

intervention and internal divisions. This procedure avoids treating every natural 

reference as an ecological symbol without textual justification. 

 

The study is interpretive rather than empirical. It does not claim to measure 

the actual sustainability of all historical Igbo practices, nor does it assume that Achebe 

intended to write a modern environmental treatise. The primary evidence is the novel; 

secondary literature situates the reading within debates in ecocriticism, postcolonial 

ecocriticism and African literary studies. Page numbers for quotations should be 

added only after checking the edition used, since pagination varies. The discussion 

relies mainly on paraphrase and identifiable episodes rather than lengthy quotations. 

Land, Yam Cultivation and Communal Life 

In Things Fall Apart, yam cultivation is closely associated with labour, status, 

subsistence and the rhythms of the year. The crop is not merely an agricultural 

product; it helps organise Okonkwo’s ambitions and the social expectations 

surrounding masculinity and success. His determination to become a respected man 

is expressed partly through hard work, farming and the accumulation of yams. The 

farm links individual effort to the material conditions of life, while the harvest 

provides a visible measure of prosperity and social standing. Achebe’s attention to 

agricultural labour situates characters within an environment that must be worked, 

understood and respected. 

 

The importance of yam farming also shows that the relationship between 

people and land is neither purely spiritual nor purely economic. The land sustains 

households, but agricultural success depends on seasonal conditions, labour, seed, 

weather and cooperation. Okonkwo’s personal drive cannot eliminate these 

dependencies. His achievement is partly made possible by effort and partly shaped 

by the environmental and social conditions in which he works. The novel presents 

livelihood as relational: human ambition is inseparable from ecological processes and 

communal arrangements. 
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The agricultural calendar gives time a collective structure. Planting, tending 

and harvesting are embedded in shared expectations and recurring ceremonies. The 

cycle of work links generations through learned practices. Knowledge about farming 

is transmitted through participation, observation and communal memory. 

Environmental knowledge is thus cultural knowledge, held not only in explicit 

instruction but also in routines and expectations about when work should occur and 

how people should behave during important moments of the agricultural year. 

 

Yet agricultural success is not a simple guarantee of moral worth. Okonkwo’s 

achievements coexist with fear, anger and a rigid understanding of masculinity. His 

success does not prevent personal tragedy, nor does it make him fully aligned with 

the community’s moral and spiritual order. The novel’s agricultural world gives 

material meaning to social identity, but it does not make every value associated with 

farming ethically unquestionable. 

Ani, Ritual and Spiritual Ecology 

The earth goddess Ani occupies an important place in the novel’s 

representation of Igbo religious and social order. Her significance connects the earth 

to fertility, moral authority and communal obligations. This connection complicates 

a modern division between environmental life and religious practice. Land is not only 

soil to be cultivated; it is part of a spiritual and ethical order that places limits on 

individual behaviour. The community’s relationship with the earth is mediated 

through rituals and prohibitions that remind individuals that their actions have 

consequences beyond personal preference. 

 

The Week of Peace illustrates the relationship between conduct and the larger 

order. The period before planting is marked by an obligation to maintain peace, and 

Okonkwo’s violence against Ojiugo violates this obligation. The offence is not 

represented simply as a private household dispute. It threatens a ritual order 

associated with Ani and the community’s agricultural future. The episode suggests 

that successful cultivation depends not only on physical labour but also on moral 

restraint and shared duties. Social harmony, spiritual obligation and agricultural life 

are linked. 

 

This linkage can be understood as spiritual ecology: a system in which the 

earth, the divine, human conduct and collective well-being are not separate domains. 

Rituals connect the present community to a wider order that includes deities and 
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ancestors. Such practices can be read as cultural ways of acknowledging dependence 

on forces individuals cannot fully control. The novel does not offer a scientific theory 

of ecological balance, and it would be misleading to translate every religious practice 

into modern conservation language. Its significance lies in showing how the natural 

world is embedded in a moral universe. 

 

The New Yam Festival likewise joins agricultural production to communal 

celebration. The new harvest is not simply consumed privately; it is recognised 

through shared practices that mark renewal and continuity. The festival makes the 

relationship between land and community publicly visible. Food, ritual and social 

gathering confirm that the harvest belongs within a network of relationships rather 

than being merely an individual achievement. The ceremony also transmits memory, 

linking present experience to an established calendar and practices repeated across 

time. 

 

The novel’s spiritual ecology includes rules that can be demanding and 

sometimes severe. Sacred obligations may restrict individual action, and religious 

authority can shape decisions with significant consequences. A balanced reading 

avoids presenting indigenous belief as automatically egalitarian or environmentally 

perfect. Achebe depicts a complex social world whose practices create belonging and 

continuity while also operating within hierarchies and conflicts. 

Animals, Sacred Presence and the More-than-Human World 

Animals and other nonhuman presences in Things Fall Apart belong to the 

community’s practical, symbolic and spiritual world. They appear in everyday life 

and within systems of belief that give significance to particular creatures and 

encounters. The python, for example, is associated with sacred meaning among the 

people of Mbanta and is not treated simply as an ordinary animal. The response to its 

killing reveals that a creature can occupy a place within a religious and communal 

order that exceeds its immediate material function. 

 

From an ecocritical perspective, such episodes show that human relationships 

with animals are culturally mediated. Nonhuman life is not encountered only as food, 

danger or property. Certain animals may become connected to sacred obligations, 

collective identity or the boundaries of acceptable behaviour. The novel represents a 

world in which the distinction between human society and the natural environment is 
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porous: animals can carry social and spiritual significance, and human actions toward 

them can affect communal relationships. 

 

This does not mean that the novel depicts all nonhuman life as protected or 

advances a modern animal-rights philosophy. Its ecological meanings emerge from 

the ways particular creatures are understood within the Igbo world Achebe represents. 

An appropriate reading avoids turning the python into a universal symbol of 

conservation. Instead, the episode demonstrates how spiritual belief can shape what 

a community considers permissible and how an act involving an animal can become 

a source of wider social conflict. 

 

The presence of animals and cultivated plants challenges the idea that the 

setting is merely a backdrop for human drama. The nonhuman world participates 

through the material conditions of farming, the sacred significance of certain 

creatures and the environmental rhythms that structure communal life. Human 

identity is formed within this world, not outside it. Achebe’s representation of the 

more-than-human environment provides a basis for reading cultural crisis as a 

disruption of relationships extending beyond human institutions alone. 

Colonial Arrival and the Disruption of Ecological Meaning 

The arrival of missionaries and colonial administration transforms the 

community’s religious and political landscape. The novel’s visible conflicts concern 

belief, authority and social cohesion, but an ecological reading asks what happens 

when the shared frameworks connecting land, ritual and communal life begin to 

weaken. The new religion challenges existing spiritual authorities and attracts some 

members of the community, including people who feel marginalised by established 

practices. Colonial change is therefore not a simple external force acting on a unified 

community; it interacts with existing tensions and divisions. 

 

This complexity is essential. The novel does not depict Igbo society as 

entirely unified before the arrival of Europeans. Social hierarchies, personal 

grievances and religiously sanctioned practices have already produced conflict. The 

missionaries’ appeal partly depends on their ability to speak to people whose 

experiences have left them alienated from the existing order. Colonialism does not 

create every form of crisis, but colonial institutions intensify and redirect 

transformations by challenging the authority of the beliefs and practices through 

which land, spirituality and social belonging have been connected. 
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As new religious and administrative systems gain influence, the community’s 

shared interpretation of its world becomes harder to sustain. Ritual authority no 

longer commands the same collective recognition; the meanings associated with 

sacred places and practices are contested. This is an epistemic rupture: people 

disagree not only about who should govern but about what counts as knowledge, 

authority and a legitimate relationship with the world. If land’s spiritual meaning 

depends partly on shared belief and practice, the erosion of those practices changes 

how the land is understood, even without a direct description of physical 

environmental destruction. 

 

It is important to distinguish symbolic and cultural ecological disruption from 

demonstrable environmental degradation. Things Fall Apart primarily narrates the 

social and spiritual consequences of colonial arrival; it does not provide a detailed 

account of industrial pollution or large-scale extraction. This paper therefore argues 

that colonialism disrupts ecological relationships by weakening the cultural systems 

that give them meaning. It does not claim that the novel documents a specific 

environmental catastrophe that is not described in the text. 

Cultural Crisis, Internal Fracture and Okonkwo’s Tragedy 

Okonkwo’s tragedy intersects with the larger crisis of the community, but his 

personal response to change is not identical to the community’s. He values strength, 

achievement and public recognition, and he experiences cultural transformation as a 

threat to the social world in which those values have meaning. His inability to adapt 

contributes to his isolation. Through his story, Achebe shows that cultural continuity 

cannot be secured by force alone. A social world is sustained through shared 

participation, belief and relationships; when these become divided, an individual’s 

determination to defend tradition may prove insufficient. 

 

The ecological dimension of this tragedy lies in the way Okonkwo’s identity 

is rooted in a relationship between labour, land and social recognition. Farming gives 

material form to his ambitions, while ritual and communal expectations situate those 

ambitions within a larger order. But Okonkwo often interprets strength narrowly and 

fails to respond adequately to the moral and emotional needs of others. His personal 

rigidity is part of the novel’s wider examination of the limits of individual will. 

Human beings depend on social and ecological systems that cannot be controlled 

entirely through personal force. 
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The title Things Fall Apart can be read as referring to the loosening of 

relationships that once made the community intelligible to itself. The rupture is not 

simply the disappearance of customs; it is the weakening of connections among ritual 

time, land-based labour, spiritual authority and communal belonging. Once those 

relationships are contested, practices that previously seemed self-evident become 

matters of disagreement. The result is a crisis of continuity: the community can no 

longer rely on a shared framework to interpret change or determine a collective 

response. 

 

The novel does not offer a nostalgic solution in which a return to an imagined, 

untouched past would resolve all problems. Achebe’s account includes internal 

contradictions and suffering caused by some community practices. What is 

endangered is not a perfect social order, but a culturally specific network of 

relationships, knowledge and obligations that colonial power helps to fracture. 

Environmental memory must preserve this complexity rather than erase it. 

Things Fall Apart as Environmental Memory 

Environmental memory refers here to the narrative preservation of the ways 

a community inhabits, interprets and remembers its environment. In Things Fall Apart, 

agricultural labour, ritual calendars, sacred animals and Ani are represented as 

integral elements of the Igbo world. Through these details, the novel records 

relationships that might otherwise be overlooked when colonial history is told only 

as a transfer of political authority or religious affiliation. The environment is part of 

what the community remembers about itself. 

 

Achebe’s narrative challenges the idea that African society before colonial 

rule lacked complex systems of knowledge and meaning. The detailed representation 

of cultivation, ritual and communal practice shows that Umuofia is structured by 

institutions, obligations and interpretations. Land is not an empty space waiting for 

external organisation. It is already inhabited, worked, named and understood through 

local practices. A postcolonial ecocritical reading can therefore identify the colonial 

challenge to indigenous ecology as a challenge to a particular system of knowledge 

and cultural belonging. 

 

Environmental memory is not an uncomplicated celebration of tradition. The 

novel represents conflict and injustice within the community, allowing readers to 

recognise both the richness and limitations of the social world it depicts. The novel 
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need not be a modern environmental manifesto in order to possess ecological 

significance. Its ecological importance lies in making visible the entanglement of land, 

belief, labour and social identity, and in narrating the crisis that occurs when these 

relationships are destabilised. 

 

Reading Things Fall Apart as environmental memory has contemporary 

relevance, provided present-day concerns are not simply projected backwards. The 

novel invites readers to consider how environmental relationships are sustained by 

cultural knowledge, collective practices and moral frameworks. It also suggests that 

political and cultural transformations may alter the meanings through which 

communities understand their surroundings. The lesson is not that every indigenous 

practice should be adopted unchanged, but that ecological questions cannot be 

separated from histories of power, cultural interpretation and belonging. 

Conclusion 

This paper has examined the relationship between indigenous ecology, ritual 

and cultural crisis in Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart. Through ecocriticism and 

postcolonial ecocriticism, it has argued that land in the novel is more than a material 

resource or scenic background. Yam cultivation structures livelihood and social 

status; ritual calendars connect agricultural life to communal obligations; Ani 

represents the relationship between the earth and moral-spiritual order; and animals 

such as the python acquire meanings shaped by religious belief. Together, these 

elements reveal an Igbo world in which ecological, social and spiritual relationships 

are closely connected. 

 

The arrival of colonial religion and administration produces a rupture in the 

systems through which these relationships are understood and maintained. This 

rupture is cultural and epistemic as well as political: it contests existing authorities 

and weakens shared practices that make land and ritual meaningful. The paper has 

distinguished this disruption of ecological meaning from direct claims of physical 

environmental destruction that the novel does not explicitly document. Its argument 

is that cultural crisis and ecological crisis intersect because the community’s 

relationship with the earth is mediated through beliefs, routines and collective 

memory. 

 

The novel should not be idealised as a portrait of a perfectly sustainable or 

harmonious society. Achebe depicts internal conflict, hierarchy and practices that 
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invite ethical scrutiny. Its ecological significance lies instead in the complexity with 

which it represents the interdependence of land, culture and spirituality. As 

environmental memory, Things Fall Apart preserves a record of place-based 

knowledge and ritual life while narrating the historical pressures that threaten their 

continuity. Such a reading contributes to Environmental Humanities by showing how 

literary representations of colonialism illuminate not only the loss of political and 

cultural autonomy but also the destabilisation of the relationships through which 

communities inhabit and interpret the earth. 
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