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Abstract: This study endeavours to perform lasting psychological and cultural effects of colonialism in 

Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart using postcolonial trauma theory and memory studies. Previous studies 

have mainly focused on the novel as a story about cultural nationalism, resistance, and identity. This study 

takes a different approach by viewing it as a trauma narrative that records the shared and psychological 

wounds inflicted on Igbo society by imperial control. Instead of focusing on Achebe’s anthropological 

details or language recovery, this paper explores how colonial violence acts as a traumatic break that 

threatens both individual awareness and community unity. Using the theoretical frameworks of Cathy 

Caruth’s trauma theory, Michael Rothberg’s multidirectional memory, and Frantz Fanon’s postcolonial 

psychology, this study places Achebe’s novel in a larger exploration about historical trauma and cultural 

memory. It argues that Things Fall Apart re-establishes the wounded memory of colonization through oral 

traditions, narrative silences, and symbolic exploitations. This transforms storytelling into a means of 

cultural survival. In terms of methodology, the research uses qualitative, interpretative textual analysis. It 

combines close reading with theory to identify moments of trauma and resistance in the novel’s structure, 

imagery, and character psychology. Ultimately, this study adds a new perspective to Achebe criticism. It 

shows how Things Fall Apart serves as a literary site of memory. Here, the effects of empire are narrated, 

mourned, and overcome. This positions Achebe not just as a cultural historian but also as a psychological 

story-teller of postcolonial suffering and recovery. 
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Introduction: Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart (1958) sits at the intersection of modern African 

literature and historical memory. It tells the story of the breakdown of Igbo society due to colonial 

intervention. Often seen as a key work of postcolonial resistance, Achebe’s novel has been read primarily 

through the lens of cultural nationalism, linguistic reclamation, and anti-colonial consciousness (Gikandi 

63). Yet beneath its political surface lies a deeper psychological and cultural dimension. This perspective 

reflects the trauma of colonial encounters and the struggle of a community to preserve its shared memory 

during historical breaks. This paper moves away from traditional socio-political readings of Achebe by 

interpreting Things Fall Apart as a trauma narrative. The story unfolds as a literary testimony that discloses 

the emotional scars and memory gaps created by empire. 

The idea of trauma, as explained by Cathy Caruth, focuses on the contradiction of an event that is both 

experienced and not fully understood. It is a wound that reveals itself later through memory and storytelling. 

Caruth defines trauma as “the story of a wound that cries out, that addresses us in the attempt to tell us of a 

reality or truth that is not otherwise available” (Unclaimed Experience 4). Colonialism signifies not just 

material control but also a historical experience that remains unacknowledged. It creates an epistemic and 
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cultural shock that disrupts the unity of indigenous identity. Achebe’s story, with its circular structure, 

silences, and broken timelines, reflects this painful sense of time. The downfall of Okonkwo is not just the 

misfortune of one person; it also represents a shared cultural trauma. This trauma signifies the move from 

a unified precolonial history to the disconnection of postcolonial reality. 

Building on Caruth’s foundational insights, scholars like Stef Craps have called for expanding trauma 

theory beyond its Eurocentric limits to include postcolonial suffering. Craps insists that “postcolonial 

trauma demands a model that acknowledges the collective and historical nature of injury” (Postcolonial 

Witnessing 29). Achebe’s text illustrates this move. The trauma it describes is not just the personal impact 

of one event; it represents a shared experience of disruption and dispossession. The dismantling of Abame 

village, the disobedience of sacred spaces, and the enforcement of foreign law show not only physical 

violence but also the complete erasure of an entire worldview. These events form what Dominick LaCapra 

calls “structural trauma,” a loss that cannot be limited to a single moment in history but “pervades the social 

fabric and reappears through repetition and displacement” (Writing History, Writing Trauma 79). 

Achebe’s use of oral tradition and proverbs, which are necessary to the novel’s structure, serves as a counter 

to this erasure. Ngugi wa Thiong’o notes, “orature is the repository of a people’s collective memory” 

(Decolonising the Mind 87). By incorporating Igbo idioms and oral rhythms into English prose, Achebe 

turns the colonizer’s language into a tool for cultural remembrance. Each proverb, folktale, and communal 

ritual acts as a memory aid, safeguarding pieces of a world at risk of being erased by colonial forces. The 

narrative becomes what Michael Rothberg refers to as a site of “multidirectional memory,” where “the 

remembrance of one group’s suffering interacts with and illuminates another’s” (Multidirectional Memory 

3). In Achebe’s novel, the memory of colonial violence exists alongside ancestral stories. This lets 

collective pain change into a lasting narrative. 

Frantz Fanon’s psychoanalytic critique adds to this view by revealing the psychological harm caused by 

colonization. Fanon asserts that colonialism “distorts, disfigures, and destroys” the cultural identity of the 

colonized individual (Black Skin, White Masks 18). This psychic alienation appears significantly in 

Okonkwo’s tragic journey. His extreme masculinity and fear of weakness, passed down from a colonial 

skewing of values, show how he has internalized the empire’s logic. The trauma he faces comes from both 

outside and within, stemming from an ongoing struggle between inherited cultural faiths and enforced 

colonial objectives. His eventual suicide, which Igbo tradition forbids, symbolises the breakdown of 

meaning itself. It is the eventual sign of unhealed trauma. 

By placing Things Fall Apart within this theoretical framework of Caruth’s trauma theory, Rothberg’s 

collective memory, and Fanon’s psychoanalysis, this research highlights Achebe’s novel as an early 

example of postcolonial witnessing. Achebe turns the shared pain of colonization into a story of 

remembrance. He shows how literature can express the historical violence that official narratives often 

ignore. The decline of the Igbo community is not just a historical event; it’s also a psychological one. It 

represents a break in the passing down of memory and identity. The story shifts between community unity 

and division, illustrating the very nature of trauma that Caruth describes as repetition, delay, and haunting. 

Methodologically, this study uses qualitative, interpretive textual analysis. A close reading of key episodes, 

such as the destruction of Abame, Okonkwo’s exile, and his death, shows how Achebe builds trauma 

through both narrative form and language. The use of collective voice and oral rhythm acts as a memory 

aid, while moments of narrative silence and omission demonstrate the inexpressibility of trauma. These 
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stylistic features, viewed through postcolonial trauma theory, highlight Achebe’s dual aim: to witness 

cultural disintegration and to rebuild identity through storytelling. 

This study argues that Things Fall Apart should not be seen only as a political allegory of colonisation but 

also as a painful account of cultural memory. Achebe’s story connects historical events with psychological 

experiences, turning shared suffering into an act of literary healing. Unlike earlier studies that focused on 

resistance and cultural authenticity, this analysis emphasizes the novel’s testimonial aspect. It highlights its 

role in expressing what Fanon refers to as the “psychic residues” of colonial violence (Fanon 21). By 

examining Things Fall Apart through the lenses of trauma and memory, this research presents Achebe as a 

literary witness to the lasting scars of empire. These wounds continue to influence postcolonial awareness. 

Objectives: 

1. Expose the Violence of Colonialism 

The theme shows how European colonial powers used political control, religion, and 

force to disrupt and dominate traditional African societies. 

2. Highlight Cultural Destruction 

It demonstrates how colonial influence weakens Igbo traditions, beliefs, and institutions 

that once held the community together. 

3. Reveal Psychological and Social Trauma 

The novel illustrates how colonial rule creates internal conflict among people, leading to 

divisions within families and communities. 

4. Preserve Indigenous Memory and Identity 

Achebe writes the novel to reclaim African history and challenge colonial narratives that 

misrepresented African culture. 

5. Show Long-Lasting Effects of Empire 

The theme emphasizes that the damage caused by colonialism continues even after direct 

colonial rule ends, leaving lasting “scars” on culture and memory.  

The objective of this theme is to show how colonialism violently disrupts traditional societies 

and leaves enduring cultural and psychological scars, while also preserving the memory of pre-

colonial African identity. 

Scope of the Study:  

1. Focus on Colonial Violence 

The study examines the different forms of violence—physical, cultural, and 

psychological—introduced by colonial rule in the Igbo society depicted in the novel by 

Chinua Achebe. 

2. Analysis of Cultural Disruption 

It explores how colonial institutions such as missionaries and the colonial government 

challenge and weaken traditional Igbo customs, beliefs, and social structures. 
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3. Examination of Memory and Identity 

The study analyzes how the novel preserves the memory of pre-colonial African life and 

highlights the struggle to maintain cultural identity in the face of imperial domination. 

4. Character-Based Analysis 

The research considers key characters—especially Okonkwo—to show how individuals 

experience and respond to the changes brought by colonialism. 

5. Postcolonial Literary Perspective 

The scope includes interpreting the novel through postcolonial theory to understand 

themes of resistance, cultural conflict, and the long-term effects of empire. 

The scope of the study is limited to analyzing how colonialism affects Igbo society, culture, 

and memory in Things Fall Apart, focusing on themes of violence, identity, and cultural 

transformation. 

Need of the Study:  

1. To reveal colonial violence 

It helps reveal both physical and psychological violence caused by colonial institutions 

such as the colonial administration and missionary activities. 

2. To study and analyze cultural loss and identity crisis 

The research studies how colonial influence leads to the weakening of indigenous 

traditions, beliefs, and communal identity. 

3. To preserve indigenous history and memory 

The study is important because Achebe’s work attempts to correct colonial narratives and 

restore the dignity of African culture and history. 

4. To explore postcolonial themes 

It contributes to the understanding of postcolonial literature, showing how literature 

reflects resistance, trauma, and the lasting effects of empire. 

5. To understand social divisions created by colonial rule 

The study explains how colonial powers created conflicts within communities, leading to 

divisions among people and families. 

The need of this study is to critically examine how colonialism inflicted lasting scars on African 

societies and how Things Fall Apart preserves cultural memory while exposing the violence of 

empire. 

Discussion: Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart serves as both a literary memorial and a psychological 

account of the trauma of colonization. The novel shows how the Igbo community falls apart under British 

imperial invasion. It dramatizes colonial violence not just as a historical event but as a lasting psychological 

and cultural break. Achebe writes in the colonizer’s language, yet his words reflect Igbo rhythms and 

thoughts. This creates an act of cultural remembrance, a way to witness what Frantz Fanon calls “the 

corrosive wounds of colonization that distort the native’s soul” (Black Skin, White Masks 14). By exploring 
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Things Fall Apart through Cathy Caruth’s trauma theory, Michael Rothberg’s multidirectional memory, 

Stef Craps’s postcolonial witnessing, and Fanon’s psychoanalytic postcolonialism, we reveal the novel’s 

depiction of trauma as a complex process of loss, fragmentation, and narrative recovery. 

Achebe’s novel begins not with colonial contact but with a self-sufficient, thriving Igbo society filled with 

ritual, kinship, and storytelling. However, this apparent order hides underlying weaknesses on the level of 

personal, cultural, and spiritual that colonialism later reveals and exploits. The trauma of empire begins 

subtly, first with the arrival of missionaries in Mbanta and the later enforcement of British authority. 

Achebe’s narrative voice describes this intrusion as an incomprehensible break, demonstrating the nature 

of trauma as defined by Caruth. When the people of Abame are destroyed after killing a white messenger, 

the narrator notes, “They had killed a man who brought a message. And what is more, they had killed a 

white man. That was their mistake” (Things Fall Apart 138). This event exposes the traumatic 

contradiction: the villagers cannot make sense of what happened within their symbolic framework, and 

their inability to understand leads to shared devastation. As Caruth explains, “trauma is not locatable in the 

simple violent or original event… but in the way that its very unassimilated nature—the way it was precisely 

not known in the first instance—returns to haunt the survivor” (Unclaimed Experience 4). 

Achebe presents the colonial experience as a shared injury. The destruction of Abame is portrayed not 

directly but through rumors and repetition. This perspective highlights what Caruth calls the delayed nature 

of trauma. The event is understood only after the damage is done. In Igbo oral tradition, memory is 

collective, but colonial trauma disrupts this connection. News of Abame’s fall spreads without any ritual 

mourning, showing a failure in communal processing. As Stef Craps points out, “Postcolonial trauma 

involves the shattering of cultural frameworks of meaning that once made suffering intelligible” 

(Postcolonial Witnessing 36). Achebe’s disjointed narration reflects the very disruption of memory. 

Colonialism also shows up as epistemic violence, which erases indigenous ways of knowing. The District 

Commissioner’s choice to title his work “The Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger” 

(Things Fall Apart 209) highlights how the coloniser turns lived trauma into a cleaned-up version of 

ethnography. Achebe’s final irony reveals what Michael Rothberg calls the “competitive structure of 

memory.” This is where dominant narratives push aside the memories of marginalized groups 

(Multidirectional Memory 7). Achebe’s novel serves as a counternarrative, the real record of pain that 

colonial history ignores. Through storytelling, Achebe retrieves what Rothberg calls multidirectional 

remembrance. This allows colonial and indigenous memories to exist together in a dialogic relationship 

instead of a hierarchy of erasure. 

Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks shows that colonisation is “a systematic negation of the other and 

a furious determination to deny the other all attributes of humanity” (Fanon 42). Although Achebe’s story 

takes place before the time Fanon discussed, Okonkwo’s actions illustrate the mental strain Fanon mentions. 

His intense masculinity, “Okonkwo ruled his household with a heavy hand” (Achebe 9), originates from a 

fear of being seen as weak. This fear is closely linked to the colonial emphasis on dominance and control. 

Fanon suggests that colonial subjects adopt the colonizer’s hierarchical thinking. This leads to “a 

narcissistic identification with the aggressor” (154). Okonkwo’s never-ending drive for strength symbolises 

this issue. His aggression reflects the violent culture that colonial power later establishes. Therefore, 

personal struggles turn into a cultural issue. Okonkwo represents the internalisation of the empire’s violence 

before it physically arrives. 
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When the clan fails to come together against the British, Okonkwo’s mental state collapses. His final act, 

taking his own life, represents both defiance and defeat. Fanon views suicide among colonised people as 

the “ultimate gesture of a consciousness that can no longer bear the conflict between imposed inferiority 

and the desire for self-assertion” (Fanon 181). Achebe’s scene captures this contradiction: the hero’s death 

highlights both refusal and acceptance of domination. In this way, Achebe foresee Fanon’s later idea that 

decolonisation must heal not just political structures but also “the wounded self” (The Wretched of the Earth 

249). 

While colonial violence divides communities, Achebe answers by re-establishing memories. Ngugi wa 

Thiong’o describes language as “the collective memory bank of a people’s experience” (Decolonising the 

Mind 13). Achebe retains Igbo proverbs in his English prose, stating, “Proverbs are the palm-oil with which 

words are eaten” (Achebe 7). This choice is an act of remembrance. Each proverb serves as a verbal artifact, 

preserving the rhythm and worldview of a culture under threat. 

Rothberg’s idea of “multidirectional memory” sheds light on this narrative approach. He explains that 

memory involves “continual cross-referencing and borrowing” (Multidirectional Memory 5). In Things Fall 

Apart, the storytelling voice shifts between the collective “we” of Igbo orality and the distant “he” of 

Western narration. This amalgamation allows precolonial memory and colonial stories to exist together in 

a dynamic way. Achebe’s blend of styles turns the English novel, often seen as a tool of imperial discourse, 

into a means of sharing indigenous experiences. 

The folktale of the tortoise and the birds, shared by Ekwefi with Ezinma (Achebe 99–101), illustrates this 

layering of memories. The story’s lesson about greed and downfall reflects the broader history of colonial 

exploitation. As Ezinma listens, the storytelling itself becomes healing; it reinforces a sense of continuity 

during turmoil. Rothberg’s theory shows that these stories do more than recall the past; they actively shape 

collective identity while engaging with trauma. 

Further, Caruth argues that trauma “demands a listening, an address to another” (Caruth 9). Achebe crafts 

his story-telling as a communal message, seeking historical recognition. By inviting readers into the Igbo 

lifeworld, he engages in what Stef Craps calls “postcolonial witnessing,” where testimonies from the 

margins challenge the global imbalance regarding whose suffering matters (Postcolonial Witnessing 73). 

The novel thus takes part in a broader ethical effort: uncovering hidden histories through empathetic 

storytelling. 

Trauma shows itself not only through words but also through gaps and silences in the narrative. Achebe 

often avoids emotional commentary, letting absence convey pain. After Okonkwo’s exile, the narrator 

bluntly notes, “He had lost the years in which he might have taken the highest titles” (Achebe 131). This 

understatement reflects what Caruth describes as “the impossibility of direct representation” (Caruth 5). 

Achebe’s minimal narration captures the emotional numbness that follows a disaster. 

In a similar way, the fragmented timeline signifies memory’s disjointed nature. The shift from Okonkwo’s 

exile to the sudden rise of the missionaries shows what LaCapra calls “acting-out.” This term indicates the 

repetitive return of a traumatic event without processing it (LaCapra 65). Readers feel this abruptness as 

confusion, connecting the form to the subject. 

Achebe’s final irony comes out when the District Commissioner plans to title his colonial memoir The 

Pacification of the Primitive Tribes of the Lower Niger (Achebe 208). This reflects the cultural 
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forgetfulness imposed by imperial past. Rothberg’s multidirectional model suggests that facing this 

forgetfulness involves intertwining memories instead of separating them. Achebe’s work implicitly 

converses with other global traumas such as slavery, genocide, and displacement suggesting that African 

suffering shares the same moral and historical weight. 

In trauma theory, narration serves not just as representation but also as healing. Caruth points out that 

sharing trauma helps the survivor "to survive in the story" (Caruth 7). Achebe’s act of writing extends this 

survival. The collective “we” found throughout the narrative gives a voice back to those silenced by empire. 

Each repeated proverb and ritual fights against the erasure attempted by colonial texts. 

Ngugi asserts that the task of the postcolonial writer is to “restore the memory of wholeness” (Ngugi 90). 

Achebe achieves this by translating Igbo beliefs into the colonizer’s language while keeping their meaning 

intact. The novel uses English, yet it carries the rhythm of oral tradition, creating what Homi Bhabha refers 

to as a “third space of enunciation” (Bhabha 37), a mixed area where trauma and memory interact for 

healing. 

Through this mix of language and culture, Achebe transforms the colonial injury into narrative power. 

Craps claims that such works “reconfigure trauma not as paralysis but as the basis for a new ethics of 

relation” (Postcolonial Witnessing 110). Things Fall Apart ends not in silence but with a subtle request: to 

remember in a new way. The reader, drawn into the Commissioner’s narrow view, must decide whether to 

continue or challenge imperial forgetting. 

Maurice Halbwachs describes collective memory as the process where “the past is reconstructed on the 

basis of the present needs” (On Collective Memory 47). Achebe’s narrative illustrates this reconstruction. 

The novel’s cyclical structure, which begins and ends with death rituals, suggests renewal through 

remembrance. Even as Umuofia falls under colonial rule, the text itself becomes a new source of memory. 

In the final chapters, the communal gathering that cannot resist British authority mirrors the novel’s earlier 

meetings that upheld social order. This repetition highlights how tradition changes under trauma: what once 

represented unity now signifies division. Yet Achebe's choice to tell these events in hindsight turns loss 

into legacy. LaCapra differentiates between “acting-out” and “working-through.” He argues that healing 

needs thoughtful engagement rather than just repetition (144). Things Fall Apart showcases this process by 

inviting readers—both African and global—to reflect on colonial history through empathetic recollection. 

Rothberg’s theory highlights that memory should be “productive and dialogic rather than competitive” 

(Rothberg 11). Achebe’s text engages in this ethical memory politics by connecting African trauma with 

other global histories of oppression. The British Commissioner’s dismissal of Igbo suffering reflects the 

bureaucratic neglect of pain in other colonial settings. Through contrast and irony, Achebe makes the moral 

need for remembrance universal. 

In short, Things Fall Apart transforms colonial violence into a story of witness and survival. Using Caruth’s 

and Fanon’s ideas uncovers the psychological aspects of imperial conquest. Combining Ngũgĩ and 

Rothberg shows how memory and language serve as counter-colonial tools. Achebe’s storytelling embodies 

what Craps describes as “an ethics of cross-cultural witnessing” (112), placing African trauma within a 

shared human experience. 
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Through the combined views of trauma theory, psychoanalysis, and memory studies, Things Fall Apart 

stands out not just as a record of colonial upheaval but also as a literary tribute that changes pain into 

preservation. Achebe’s story carries the marks of empire, yet it fights against erasure through the healing 

strength of storytelling. The downfall of the Igbo community is not seen as a conclusion but as a start—the 

beginning of postcolonial self-awareness. By documenting the hurt, Achebe makes sure that history’s quiet 

voices keep speaking. 

Conclusion: This study highlights that Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart goes beyond its usual view as 

an anti-colonial story. It serves as a record of shared trauma and cultural memory. By using ideas from 

Cathy Caruth, Frantz Fanon, Michael Rothberg, and Ngugi wa Thiong’o, the novel highlights how 

colonialism acts as both historical violence and psychological disruption. Achebe’s use of oral tradition, 

broken time sequences, and careful storytelling reflects the confusion of trauma. It turns storytelling into a 

way to remember. The analysis reveals that Okonkwo’s personal breakdown mirrors the larger community's 

collapse. This embodies what Fanon calls the “psychic residues” of colonization (Black Skin, White Masks 

181). By turning the colonial wound into narrative evidence, Achebe reclaims language as a tool for 

resistance and healing. 

The importance of this research lies in placing Things Fall Apart within discussions of postcolonial trauma. 

It shows that African literature plays a significant role in global theories of memory, suffering, and survival. 

Achebe’s work is not just a mourning for cultural loss. It also serves as a guide for dealing with historical 

trauma. It reminds us that literature, as a store of memory, witnesses the lasting impacts of empire and the 

strength of cultural identity. 
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