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OVERVIEW 

Auteur      Chinua Achebe is widely regarded as one of Africa’s most important literary voices, known for 
his ability to portray the complexities of Nigerian life. Born in 1930 in Ogidi, he studied at University College 
Ibadan, where his interest in literature and storytelling took shape. Over the course of his career, he 
received major national and international accolades, including the Nigerian National Order of Merit and the 
Man Booker International Prize, which recognized the global impact of his work. His novels include Things 
Fall Apart (1958), No Longer at Ease (1960), Arrow of God (1964), A Man of the People (1966), and Anthills 
of the Savannah (1987). In universities around the world, Achebe’s writing is treated as essential reading, 
valued for its insight into colonialism, cultural identity, and the challenges of modern African societies. 

Book    No Longer at Ease is the second book in what is often called the African Trilogy, framed around 
the experiences of the Okonkwo family across generations. It follows Things Fall Apart and precedes Arrow 
of God, forming a larger reflection on tradition, change, and the pressures of a society in transition. The 
novel explores corruption, cultural conflict, generational tension, and the emotional struggles of a young 
man caught between modern aspirations and ancestral expectations. In Nigeria, readers recognized the 
book as a sharp portrayal of early postcolonial challenges, while international audiences admired Achebe’s 
ability to connect personal tragedy with broader social questions. 

Background The novel appears at a moment when Nigeria was approaching independence, a period 
marked by rapid political change and deep cultural negotiation. Traditional beliefs still shaped everyday life, 
even as Christianity and Western education introduced new values that often clashed with older ones. 
Urban centers like Lagos were expanding quickly, creating new opportunities but also new inequalities and 
frustrations. Colonial administration remained present in the civil service, influencing attitudes, policies, and 
social hierarchies. Communities like Umuofia held tightly to ancestral identity while trying to navigate 
modern expectations. In this environment, young people like Obi found themselves pulled between 
competing visions of the future, pressured to succeed nevertheless unsure how to reconcile the demands 
of family, tradition, and modern life. Achebe uses this context to show how hope and ambition can be 
strained by the realities of a society still defining its place in the world. 

MAIN CHARACTERS 
 
Obi Okonkwo           A hopeful young and educated Nigerian man under social pressures 
Clara Okeke           Obi’s educated girlfriend who carries the stigmas of an osu (untouchable) 
Mr. Green           Obi’s British colonial supervisor 
Isaac & Hannah Okonkwo     Obi’s Christian parents 
 
SYNOPSIS 
 
Obi Okonkwo grows up as the long-awaited son of a devout Christian family in Umuofia, a community proud 
of its traditions and eager to see one of its own rise in the modern world. Obi’s early brilliance in school 
convinces the Umuofia Progressive Union to sponsor his studies in England, a sacrifice that reflects their 
belief that Obi will become a defender of their interests and a symbol of collective progress when he returns. 
For four years abroad, Obi dreams of returning home to help build a new Nigeria, carrying the weight of 
expectation from a community that sees him as its future.  
 



When Obi returns, he discovers a country marked by sharp contrasts, where poverty and privilege sit side 
by side. His parents have grown frail, and the reality of supporting them, repaying his scholarship, and 
maintaining a respectable life in Lagos begins to strain him. Amid this pressure, he falls in love with Clara, 
a poised and educated woman he met on the ship back from England. Their relationship is passionate but 
troubled, shaped by Clara’s osu status, a traditional stigma that makes their union unacceptable to many. 
Obi’s confrontation with this belief exposes the tension between modern aspirations and ancestral 
boundaries, a conflict that slowly wears down their bond.  
 
As financial burdens grow and moral certainty weakens, Obi slips into the very corruption he once 
vehemently condemned as being the product of an old generation of Nigerian civil servants. Small 
compromises turn into larger ones, and the system Obi hoped to resist pulls him in. Clara withdraws from 
the relationship, unwilling to continue in a world that denies her dignity and threatens her future. Obi’s final 
collapse comes when he is arrested for accepting a bribe of 20 pounds, a moment that shatters the hopes 
of the Umuofia community. The young man they once celebrated as a savior becomes a symbol of 
disappointment, revealing how ambition, pressure, and fractured ideals can undo even the brightest 
promise. 
 
PLOT NARRATIVE 
 
CHAPTER 1 
 
Courtroom Tension: In a courtroom packed with spectators, some of whom had even obtained dubious 
medical exemptions just to attend, Obi Okonkwo remained expressionless. He did not react when the judge 
reprimanded his lawyer for yet another late arrival and accepted, once more, the excuse of a car breakdown. 
But when the judge finally turned to him and said, “I cannot understand how a young man of your education 
and brilliant promise could have done this,” Obi felt the familiar weight of those words about education and 
promise. He tried to stay composed, but a single tear escaped, quickly masked by an insincere smile. 
 
A Memory That Breaks Through: He remembered that only weeks earlier, Mr. Green, his former employer 
and now a witness, had made the same remark. The recent death of his mother and Clara’s departure had 
left him numb to such comments, hollowed out beyond the reach of praise or disappointment. And yet, on 
this day, in front of the judge and the crowded room, a treacherous tear betrayed him, revealing a grief he 
could no longer contain. 
 
A Conversation That Reveals a Belief: The narrator recalls a conversation between Mr. Green and an 
English diplomat friend at the club bar after a tennis match. When the diplomat expressed surprise that Obi 
could have acted as he did, Mr. Green replied that the real surprise was that some people refused to face 
the obvious. He added, “The African is corrupt through and through … We have brought [Obi] Western 
education, but what use is it to him?” His words reduced Obi’s choices to a supposed cultural flaw. The 
British Council representative cast Mr. Green a worried look, concerned that one of the few Africans who 
frequented the bar might overhear the exchange. Soon, a few other Europeans joined the two friends, and 
they carried on their conversation on “this young man who took a bribe.”  
 
A Proud Community Confronts a Crisis: Obi is a young Igbo man from the village of Umuofia in eastern 
Nigeria. The people of Umuofia form a proud community deeply attached to their ancestral land. Wherever 
they live in the world, they return home at least every two years to spend time among their own in the 
houses they have built on family soil. They also establish a branch of the Umuofia Progressive Union 
wherever they settle, a way of preserving solidarity far from home. On this particular day, the Lagos branch 
of the Union gathered for yet another emergency meeting about Obi Okonkwo. 
 
A Debt of Gratitude Turned Sour: Several members had already voiced their indifference toward Obi’s 
situation. To them, he was an ungrateful Umuofian who had shown little respect for the community that had 
contributed financially to his education. They remembered how he had insulted them because of what they 
called a useless girl and questioned what he did with his generous salary. One member summed up the 
prevailing sentiment: “My own opinion is that we have already done too much for him.” They were no longer 
willing to contribute a single coin to help Obi. 



 
Support Renewed but Hope Fading: Although the president’s calming words eventually softened hearts 
and persuaded the Umuofians to pledge their support once more for Obi, the situation still appeared 
hopeless, which explained the urgency of this meeting. The members were ready to fight to the very end 
for him, determined not to abandon one of their own despite earlier frustrations. However, the president 
could not hide his disappointment that a man of Obi’s stature, a senior civil servant with every advantage, 
should find himself facing prison for twenty pounds. 
 
A Reflection on Corruption: Even though he opposed corruption, the president of the Lagos branch of 
the Umuofia Progressive Union believed that if someone chose to act dishonestly, the act should at least 
be proportionate. As he put it, “If you want to eat a toad, you should look for a fat and juicy one” (7). His 
remark conveyed both disapproval and bewilderment, since Obi’s fall from promise to disgrace seemed 
tragic and senseless, a collapse that left the entire community struggling to understand how such a small 
sum could have undone a man they once celebrated. One member added that Obi should never have 
accepted the money himself. He should have done what others do and let his houseboy collect it. Obi, he 
concluded, had sinned through lack of experience. 
 
The Resolve of a Community: The determination of the Umuofians to fight for Obi came from a simple 
truth. While other tribes could boast more than one son in high positions, Obi was their only senior official, 
and, as one member put it, their enemies now claimed that even this single representative was too many. 
Such an idea, they insisted, would never be accepted by their ancestors. After sharing three kola nuts and 
offering prayers, they resolved to stand by the man whose parents had so fittingly named him Obiajulu, 
which in Igbo means “the mind at last is at rest.” 

Obi’s Early promise: Obi was born after a long period of despair for his father, who, though he never 
openly displayed the sorrow of having only daughters, lived with a persistent anxiety. A Christian convert 
and catechist, he could not take a second wife, so when he named his youngest child Nwanyidinma, 
meaning “a girl is also good,” the words rang hollow. His heart still longed for a son. When Obi finally arrived, 
he grew into a gifted student who topped the primary school examinations in his province, earned admission 
to one of the best secondary schools in eastern Nigeria, and later obtained the Cambridge School 
Certificate with distinction. 

The Community’s Investment in Obi: Five years earlier, when the Umuofia Progressive Union created 
its first scholarship to send a deserving Umofian student to England, Obi emerged as the obvious choice. 
The community had sacrificed greatly to raise the eight hundred pounds required, even though the so-called 
scholarship was to be repaid within four years of Obi’s return. The Umofians expected Obi to study law and 
return to defend their ancestral lands, but in England he chose English instead. The Umofians consoled 
themselves with the hope that Obi would still secure a European-level position at home. Today, few 
remember that at the age of eleven, Obi once brought shame upon Umuofia by writing a letter to Adolf 
Hitler. His teacher wept over the incident, and Obi received twelve strokes of the cane for it. 

A Farewell Marked by Prayer: The day before Obi’s departure for Lagos was a momentous occasion in 
Umuofia. His father organized a full day of prayer at home, where Reverend Samuel Ikedi and Mary, his 
mother’s close friend, took turns offering long invocations filled with proverbs and blessings. A lavish feast 
followed, with rice, hot stew, and palm wine. Even for the generous Isaac Okonkwo, who had rejected 
nearly everything from his own father except the saying that “a man living on the bank of the Niger should 
not wash his hands in spittle,” the celebration was unusually abundant. The pastor thanked him warmly, 
noting that the meal surpassed even the food served at weddings, where guests arrived with invitation 
cards marked RSVP, certainly Rice and Stew Very Plenty, which never lived up to the promise. 

Counsel for a Journey of Knowledge: When the prayers ended, the pastor turned to Obi with solemn 
advice. In earlier times, before they had been washed in the blood of the Lamb and when war was still part 
of their customs, they would have asked him to bring back the head of their enemy. Now they were sending 
him to Europe so that he might return with knowledge. He urged Obi not to lose himself in the distractions 
that tempted others abroad, those who sought pleasures of the flesh and returned with white wives. 



Pleasure could wait. His duty was to focus on his books and bring honor to his people. Mary concluded the 
gathering with a hymn the women had learned during their prayer meetings. One by one, the women joined 
her, their voices rising together in a final gesture of blessing for Obi as he prepared to leave home and step 
into a future shaped by both expectation and hope. 

CHAPTER 2 

England and the Longing for Home: The four years Obi spent in England felt like an eternity. He longed 
for Nigeria, a country he had only begun to appreciate once distance forced him to see it anew. Before 
leaving, Nigeria had meant little more than his village and the brief glimpse of Lagos he caught while staying 
with his friend Joseph Okeke before his flight to England. Soldiers on leave had filled the village with 
mythical tales of Lagos, a city of lights, wide avenues, elegant houses, and large cars, stories the villagers 
absorbed eagerly. In Lagos, Joseph reinforced these fantasies, adding accounts of his many romantic 
conquests to complete the picture. 

Dreams Shaped by Distance: During cold English winter nights, Obi wrote nostalgic poems about Nigeria, 
imagining a homeland bathed in warmth and promise. However, the Nigeria he rediscovered upon his return 
was far from the romantic vision he had cherished abroad. He had never imagined that such abject poverty 
could coexist so starkly with wealth. The contrast unsettled him, revealing a country far more complex and 
fractured than the one he had dreamed of. 

A Harsh Encounter with Reality: These thoughts occupied him as he waited for Clara, who had gone to 
have a dress sewn by a tailor in a Lagos slum. The place was suffocated by the stench of dogs rotting in 
open drains, and the houses stood fragile and leaning, as though exhaustion had worn them down. In that 
moment, Obi confronted the full weight of the Nigeria he had returned to, a place where beauty and decay 
lived side by side, indifferent to the dreams he had carried across continents. 

Life on Ikoyi Island: Like many Nigerians fortunate enough to hold a European-level position, Obi lived on 
Ikoyi Island. He liked to compare Lagos Mainland and Ikoyi to “twin kernels separated by a thin wall in a 
palm-nutshell. Sometimes one kernel was shiny black and alive, the other powdery white and dead” (20). 
Clara had been in a bad mood all day, and Obi refused to go to the cinema to take part in what he called 
her orgy of violence. He had gone two days earlier and had spent most of the time looking away from the 
screen, turning back only when Clara announced which character would be killed next. He could not 
understand her fascination with violent films, which she grandly called “good movies.” She reminded him 
that she did not make a fuss when he spent hours reading his poems. 

Tensions Over Friendship and Obligation: Earlier, they had hosted Christopher, one of Obi’s friends, 
whom Clara disliked after meeting him only once, for lunch. She could not understand why Obi insisted she 
spend time with someone she did not care for. The least he could do, she argued, was to endure a “good 
film” for her, just as she had endured Christopher for hours. Christopher, a graduate of the London School 
of Economics, enjoyed theorizing about corruption in Nigeria and always took the opposite position from 
Obi, insisting that Obi spoke without relying on scientific or factual evidence. 

A Debate on Corruption: To Obi, corruption in Nigeria was largely sustained by older civil servants with 
little formal education, men who climbed the social ladder by bribing their way upward and who expected 
bribes in return from those seeking services. Christopher dismissed this argument, reminding him that the 
land officer imprisoned the previous year for bribery had been a young university graduate. Obi countered 
that this was an exception. Young people, he argued, reached high positions through education rather than 
corruption, and honesty became a habit for them. The older generation, however, lived by the saying, “If 
you pay homage to the man on top, others will pay homage to you when it is your turn to be on top” (23). 
Clara listened quietly, noting with amusement that these two second-generation senior officials were eating 
a traditional dish with their hands, without embarrassment, unlike the first generation of civil servants who 
feared being considered uncivilized. As Clara asked Zacchaeus, the houseboy, to bring them more soup, 



he swore to himself that he would resign the day his master decides to marry her: “I like Master too much 
but this madam no good” (24). 

CHAPTER 3 

The First Encounter with Clara: The first time Obi met Clara was at a function organized by the National 
Council of Nigeria and the Cameroons. A mutual friend introduced her to him, and her beauty struck him at 
once. He managed to secure a dance with her, but it turned into a small disaster. He spent most of the time 
stepping on her toes, while she tried her best to avoid his clumsy feet. After that, she ignored him 
completely, as if the moment had never existed. 

A Reunion at Sea: Eighteen months later, he saw her again in Liverpool, on a boat carrying a dozen 
passengers toward Nigeria. She was on deck, speaking with other travelers, including some English 
passengers. When he approached, she pretended not to remember him and continued to ignore him during 
the conversations and meals that followed in the small dining room where everyone gathered. Hurt in his 
pride, he decided to forget her as well. 

An Unexpected Gesture and a Cold Response: One evening, Clara knocked on the door of Obi’s cabin. 
She offered him some tablets and spoke to him in Ibo. She explained that she was a nurse and had enough 
medicine for all the passengers. She had already given some to others. Obi told himself that he was simply 
another passenger to her. However, she had spoken to him in Ibo, and that small detail comforted him. It 
felt like a sign that she distinguished him from the others, that there was an acknowledged affinity between 
them. The next day, when he saw her again on deck, he greeted her in Igbo. She replied in English and 
asked about his health with the detached tone of a nurse speaking to an ordinary patient. 

Budding Friendships: During the voyage, Obi befriended another passenger, a young man of twenty-three 
named Mr. John McMillan. During a stop on the small Portuguese island of Madeira, Obi, McMillan, and 
Clara went ashore together to explore. A few hours later, they returned to the ship more relaxed and familiar 
with one another than before. Clara walked between the two men, holding both of their hands as if the brief 
excursion had created an unexpected bond among them. 

Obi’s Confession of Love: Once back on deck, McMillan left them so he could write a few letters. Clara 
decided she would do the same, but Obi stopped her. He kissed her and told her he loved her. She replied 
that it was only the effect of the drink. Then she kissed him with sudden intensity and added that she knew 
she would regret it the next day. At that moment, Mrs. Wright appeared and interrupted them, bringing their 
brief moment of intimacy to an abrupt end. 

CHAPTER 4 

A Return Without Celebration: Since Obi’s journey had taken place on an ordinary cargo ship rather than 
on a passenger vessel whose arrival would have been announced and celebrated, the landing stage saw 
none of its usual festivities. No families had come to welcome the travelers, and Stephen Udom, who had 
changed into an elegant suit for the occasion, was disappointed to find no one waiting for him. At baggage 
inspection, a young customs officer tried to swindle Obi, but he quickly backed off when Obi threatened to 
report him to the police. For his boldness, however, Obi had to wait while the officials dealt with all the other 
passengers first. He ended up leaving the ship last, after a customs procedure five times longer than 
anything he had experienced in England. 

Obi’s First Misstep: The Lagos branch of the Umuofia Progressive Union believed that Obi deserved a 
reception worthy of his status and of the honor he brought to the village. On a Saturday afternoon, everyone 
gathered for the occasion. The men of Umuofia were all dressed elegantly in their traditional agbada attire. 
Obi committed his first offense by arriving in his shirt-sleeves because of the heat, even though everyone 
expected a young man returning from London to appear impressively dressed. His casual appearance 
disappointed the crowd.  



Obi’s Second Error: A Flat Speech: After the prayers, the Union’s secretary stood up and delivered a 
welcome address filled with elaborate grammatical turns, elevated vocabulary, and well-placed proverbs. 
The speech, punctuated by applause, impressed everyone. Even those who understood nothing of what 
he said recognized that his English was remarkable and beautifully articulated. Obi’s own speech, when he 
finally spoke, was rather flat. He talked about “education for service, not for white-collar jobs and 
comfortable salaries. With our country on the verge of independence, we need men who are prepared to 
serve her well and truly.” His words impressed no one. This was his second mistake. The crowd applauded 
out of politeness, but it was disappointed. 

They Eat Bribes More Than Black Men: During the aperitif, while the women sang to celebrate Obi’s 
greatness, the president asked him whether he had already been offered a job. Obi replied that he had a 
scheduled interview in the coming days. The vice president immediately retorted that, in Obi’s case, he 
doubted very much that bribing the hiring committee would be necessary, otherwise he would have 
suggested it himself. The president responded that such an intervention would not be needed anyway, 
since the hiring committee was composed mainly of white men. The vice president took offense: “You think 
white men don’t eat bribe? Come to our department. They eat more than black men nowadays” (38). 

It Was Clara: After the ceremony, Joseph invited Obi for a drink at a restaurant, where he learned that the 
Union had decided to lodge Obi in a hotel rather than allow him to stay with him as Obi had wished, even 
though the hotel was of poor quality; Obi immediately declared that he would move out the next day and 
come live with Joseph instead. As they talked, a handsome young man entered the restaurant, drawing 
every eye. It was Minister of State Sam Okoli, the most famous politician in Nigeria, dubbed by the papers 
as the best dressed and most eligible bachelor in Nigeria. Outside his luxurious De Soto stood gleaming in 
the street; Obi’s gaze, however, remained fixed on the young woman seated in the car. It was Clara, and 
he told Joseph that he knew her. 

CHAPTER 5 

A Theory That Held: Obi’s belief that Nigeria’s public service will remain corrupt until the older generation 
of African civil servants is replaced by young university graduates was born during his student days in 
London. Unlike many theories formed abroad, this one survived his return home. Within weeks, he 
encountered two perfect examples of the “old African,” and the first appears during his job interview. 

Obi’s Interview: Obi attends an interview at the Public Service Commission. The Chairman is a cheerful 
Englishman who loves modern literature. He is delighted to find a young Nigerian who can discuss Graham 
Greene and Amos Tutuola. Their conversation lasts half an hour, and Obi later admits he spoke “a learned 
and impressive kind of nonsense,” but it impresses the board. The other board members include one 
European and three Africans. One of the Africans sleeps through the entire interview. He represents one 
of Nigeria’s regions and is supposed to ensure regional balance, but he contributes nothing. When he finally 
wakes up, he asks Obi, “Why do you want a job in the civil service? So that you can take bribes?” Obi 
controls his anger and replies that even if he wanted to take bribes, he would not admit it before the board. 
The Chairman ends the interview politely. 

Joseph’s Pragmatism: Joseph is troubled when he hears the story. Joseph is older, practical, and deeply 
shaped by the realities of Nigerian life. He warns Obi that a man who needs a job cannot afford to be angry. 
Obi calls this “colonial mentality,” but Joseph insists that “a man does not challenge his chi to a wrestling 
match.” Their conversation shifts to marriage. Joseph explains that he paid one hundred and thirty pounds 
in bride-price, which has left him with no money for other women. Obi jokes about his sisters marrying too 
early for the family to profit. Joseph warns him that as a senior civil servant he might be asked to pay five 
hundred pounds. Obi refuses the idea and says he will not even pay fifty. 

Obi’s Journey to Umuofia: While waiting for the interview results, Obi travels to his home village, Umuofia. 
The journey is long and uncomfortable. He boards a mammy wagon called “God’s Case No Appeal.” In the 
front seat, he sits with the driver and a young woman holding her baby. The traders in the back are 



squeezed so tightly that their knees touch their chins. They sing bawdy songs to pass the time. The driver 
is quiet, chewing kola nuts and smoking cigarettes. Obi lights his cigarettes for him because he is alarmed 
to see the man steering with his elbows while searching for matches. The driver’s apprentice is responsible 
for handling bribes and small negotiations along the road. 

Corruption in Action: Two policemen stop the lorry. The driver’s mate steps forward to hand over the 
usual bribe, but Obi looks straight at them, and the policeman, suddenly wary, refuses to take the money. 
The lorry moves on a short distance, and the mate jumps down to run back toward the policemen, knowing 
they will be more willing once the troublesome stranger is out of sight. When he returns, breathless, the 
driver asks how much he had to pay. “Ten shillings,” he replies. The driver is furious. He turns on Obi and 
says, “Too too know na him de worry una,” meaning that educated people meddle in matters that do not 
concern them. Because Obi interfered, the bribe has risen from two shillings to ten. Obi feels a pang of 
guilt. He wonders where one should begin to attack corruption. Should it start at the bottom with the people, 
or at the top with the government officials? 

Clara and the Mystery: During the night, Obi’s thoughts drift to Clara. He imagines the young woman 
beside him to be Clara, but it does not work. He wonders why Clara insists that he must not tell his people 
about her yet. He wonders why she insists on secrecy. He considers several explanations: perhaps she 
has not made up her mind, perhaps she wants to tell her people first, perhaps she is creating suspense to 
bind him more strongly. He rejects all these possibilities.  

Words Not Said in Ibo: As the mammy wagon pushes through the night, Obi begins to feel drowsy. His 
thoughts drift into a private, erotic field, but he notices something striking about the way his mind works. He 
can think any explicit word in English without difficulty, but when the same thoughts appear in Ibo, they stop 
at the threshold of his mouth. This is due to Obi’s early upbringing, which taught him that certain Ibo words 
could never be spoken aloud. English, learned later, carries no such emotional weight.  

A Sleepy Driver: The driver suddenly pulls the lorry to the side of the road. He rubs his eyes and admits 
that he has caught himself falling asleep twice. Everyone becomes concerned and tries to help, asking 
whether he has kola nuts to chew. The driver says he has been eating them all afternoon and cannot 
understand why sleep is overtaking him. After a few minutes of rest and general conversation about the 
strange nature of sleep, he starts the engine again and continues the journey, while Obi’s own drowsiness 
disappears completely. 

The Village and Its Elders: At dawn they reach Onitsha. Obi sees the bustling market, the loudspeakers 
blaring music, the miracle cure called Long Life Mixture, and the beggar named One Way who dances 
along a row of women selling garri. These characters illustrate the lively, chaotic world Obi has returned to. 
A “pleasure car” (a private car used for comfort and pleasure) arrives to take him to Umuofia, where the 
entire village is preparing a grand reception. Bands wait along the road, elders gather at Obi’s father’s 
compound.  

Christianity is Like Palm-Wine: As the villagers are preparing for Obi’s homecoming, many worry that it 
might rain. They believe Isaac Okonkwo, Obi’s father, should have gone to the chief rainmaker with 
palm-wine, a cock, and money, as tradition demands. Isaac refuses because he is a devout Christian. The 
villagers criticize him. One man says that Christianity affects people differently, comparing it to palm-wine: 
“Some people can drink it and remain wise. Others lose all their senses” (55). They argue that Isaac’s 
refusal to consult the rainmaker shows he has lost touch with common sense. 

God vs Forefathers: Isaac Okonkwo argues with an old man about thunder medicine. The old man insists 
that the ancestors created a powerful charm that protects all descendants of Umuofia from being killed by 
thunder. Isaac rejects this, calling it foolishness and saying such beliefs come from Satan. The old man 
counters with evidence: No son or daughter of Umuofia has ever been killed by thunder. Another man adds 
that Nwokeke was struck in Mbaino, not in Umuofia, and survived because the ancestral medicine protected 



him. Isaac insists that protection comes from God, not from ancestors. The old men insist it comes from 
forefathers and their medicine, passed down through generations. 

Breaking Kola the Christian Way: The elders ask Obi about England. He tells them that the ship took 
sixteen days. They marvel at the idea of seeing no land for a whole market week. To comply with Isaac’s 
faith and still do things in the traditional method, they break kola nut in a Christian way, and Ogbuefi 
Odogwu, the eldest, who is an unbeliever but knows a few Christian words, delivers a prayer that ends with 
“As it was in the beginning it will be at the end” (60). The elders praise Obi, celebrate Iguedo’s greatness, 
and declare that he is the grandson of Ogbuefi Okonkwo who fought the white man. Odogwu insists that 
Obi is Okonkwo returned, “Okonkwo kpom kwem, exact, perfect.” Obi glows with pride, surrounded by the 
voices of his people. 

CHAPTER 6 

Obi is Celebrated by the Village of  Iguedo Obi returns to Umuofia after four years in England, and the 
village elders welcome him with pride. Odogwu, the eldest of the villagers of Iguedo (one of the nine villages 
that make up Umuofia) celebrates Obi by linking him to the lineage of great men from Iguedo. He insists 
that greatness has changed with time, explaining that “greatness is now in the things of the white man” 
(62), which is Western education. For the elders, Obi’s education abroad confirms that Iguedo continues to 
produce remarkable figures. 

Obi is Shocked by His Parents’ Appearances: When the visitors leave, Obi finally sees his parents 
clearly. His mother’s frailty shocks him, and his father’s thinness reveals years of hardship. Obi realizes 
that their small church pension cannot sustain them. The moment his mother embraces him, he feels the 
weight of her suffering, described as “her sadness round his neck like a necklace of stone” (63). This marks 
the beginning of his awareness that he must now support them. 

Obi Does Not Believe in God Anymore: Later that night, Obi and his father sit together in the pieze. His 
father speaks with deep emotion, grateful that he lived long enough to witness Obi’s return. He insists on a 
special church service the next day. Obi wonders silently what would happen if he confessed that he no 
longer believes in God, but he knows he cannot say it. During evening prayers, Obi reads the Bible poorly, 
prompting his father to ask whether he read it while abroad. Obi lies to avoid hurting him. The prayer session 
reminds Obi of his childhood, including moments when he struggled with Scripture readings and when his 
mother secretly taught him folk stories even though his father disapproved. Her loyalty to her husband and 
her new faith had reshaped the household. She had once told her children stories, but stopped after being 
told, “We are not heathens. Stories like that are not for the people of the Church” (66). 

Obi Realizes he Must Support His Parents: When Obi goes to bed, he thinks about his parents’ situation. 
They can no longer farm or make soap as they once did. He decides he must give them a monthly allowance 
once he begins working, although he worries about his debts and his brother John’s school fees. A storm 
begins outside, and as the rain grows stronger, Obi’s thoughts drift to Clara, the woman he loves. He 
imagines telling his mother about her and wonders why Clara asked him to wait. His mind moves through 
memories of his sisters and the lively family interactions earlier that evening. The rain intensifies, filling the 
night with sound, and Obi finally falls asleep, carrying both the joy of homecoming and the weight of new 
responsibilities. 

CHAPTER 7 

Memories of Mr. Jones, the Colonial Inspector: This is Obi’s first day in the Nigerian civil service, and 
he finds this moment almost as memorable as his first day at the bush mission school twenty years earlier. 
Obi recalls his childhood fear of Mr. Jones, the towering, temperamental Inspector of Schools. Jones was 
said to have fought in “the Kaiser’s war,” and his behavior suggested that something had gone to his head. 
He rode a motorcycle, left it half a mile away, and entered schools unannounced to catch teachers or pupils 
committing offenses. Obi remembers one dramatic incident: Mr. Jones slapped the headmaster, Mr. 



Simeon Nduka, who reacted instinctively with a wrestler’s throw. Jones fell flat on the floor, and the entire 
school fled in panic because in those days throwing a white man was “like unmasking an ancestral spirit” 
(74). Today, it would be unthinkable for a white man to slap a headmaster. 

Mr. Green, Obi’s New Boss: Obi’s first encounter with Mr. William Green, his European superior, is cold 
and condescending. When Obi is led to Green’s office, Green does not rise or offer his hand. He mutters 
that Obi will enjoy his work “if he wasn’t bone-lazy … if he was prepared to use his loaf.” He adds “I’m 
assuming you have one to use.” Green represents the old colonial mentality, convinced of African inferiority 
and suspicious of educated Nigerians. Obi immediately dislikes him. 

Mr. Omo: The Old African Bureaucrat: Obi spends his first day in the office of Mr. Omo, the Administrative 
Assistant. Omo has spent nearly thirty years shuffling files and hopes to retire once his son finishes legal 
studies in England. He is nervous, deferential, and terrified of Mr. Green. When Green storms into the office 
demanding the Study Leave file, Omo panics, pockets his kola nut, and tries to explain. Green cuts him off: 
“You are not paid to think, Mr. Omo, but to do what you are told” (75). Omo rushes to deliver the file and 
then scolds a junior clerk to save face. Obi concludes that Omo is one of the “old Africans,” men who have 
internalized colonial authority and fear. 

The Telephone Incident and Obi’s New Car: The telephone rings. Omo hesitates, then picks it up “as if 
it was liable to bite” (75). It is Mr. Green, who wants to know whether Obi has received his formal 
appointment letter. Obi says no. Green snaps: “You say sir to your superior officers, Mr. Okonkwo” (76) and 
drops the phone with a bang. A week later, Obi receives his appointment letter with instructions from Mr. 
Green to go to a dealer and get a new car as all senior civil servants are entitled to a car advance. Obi 
walks into the shop and drives out with a brand-new Morris Oxford, marking Obi’s entry into modern, urban 
Nigerian life. 

Mr. Omo’s Mockery: Earlier that day, Omo summons Obi to sign documents for his sixty-pound outfit 
allowance. When Obi asks what stamp he needs, Omo laughs derisively, exposing his blackened teeth. 
“You get B.A. but you no know say you have to affix stamp to agreement?” (77). His junior clerks laugh with 
him. 

Social Life Begins: Obi calls Clara and tells her that he has sixty pounds in his pocket and a new car. 
Clara is delighted. She asks whether she should tell Hon. Sam Okoli, Minister of State, who has invited 
them to drink, not to send his car for them that evening. Okoli is Clara’s friend and soon to marry her best 
friend. Obi started liking Okoli the moment he learned that Okoli has no romantic pretentions towards Clara. 
Okoli welcomes Obi warmly, praises his new car, and offers drinks. Okoli’s luxurious home, complete with 
a radiogram and tape recorder, impresses Obi. The Minister demonstrates the recorder, saying, “White 
man don go far. We just de shout for nothing” (79), then adds, “All the same they must go. This no be them 
country.” 

Clara is an Osu (Untouchable): After leaving Okoli’s house, Obi takes Clara to Ikeja for a celebratory 
dinner. But Clara is withdrawn and depressed. She refuses to eat and avoids intimacy. Obi is hurt and 
confused. They walk near the swimming pool. Under a frangipani tree, Clara suddenly says, “I can’t marry 
you” (81). She bursts into tears. Obi is stunned. Clara finally explains: “I am an osu.” The osu caste is a 
stigmatized group in Ibo society, descendants of people dedicated to a deity. They are considered 
untouchable. Clara believes this makes marriage with Obi impossible. Obi is silent for a few seconds, and 
Clara interprets his silence as confirmation. Obi then shouts, “Nonsense!” 

“Not Even My Mother Can Stop me”: Obi returns home past midnight and wakes Joseph, his friend. He 
tells him what has happened. Joseph exclaims that he now understands why a girl as beautiful as Clara 
has remained unmarried for so long. He tries to console Obi, saying that at least he knows the truth from 
the beginning. Obi replies, “I am going to marry her.” Joseph immediately grasps the gravity of Obi’s 
determination. “Look at me. You know book but this is no matter for book. Do you know what an osu is? 
But how can you know?” (82), implying that Obi’s European education has made him ignorant of his own 



culture. Obi answers that he knows more about the subject than Joseph, but that it does not matter, since 
he had not come seeking Joseph’s blessing. Joseph warns him that such a marriage affects not only him 
but his whole family and future generations. He urges Obi to reconsider. Obi refuses. He believes it is 
scandalous that in the twentieth century a man cannot marry a woman because her ancestor served a god. 
He thinks, “Not even my mother can stop me” (83). 

The Engagement Ring: The next day, Obi calls Clara and tells her they are going to Kingsway to buy an 
engagement ring. Clara is hesitant, but Obi insists. They buy a twenty-pound ring and a zipped Bible. They 
spend the afternoon shopping for household items for the next day Obi will be moving into his new 
apartment. Obi tells Joseph that he and Clara are now engaged. Joseph’s response is a bitter “Very good”. 
He immediately asks whether Obi intends to marry “the English way” or follow the traditional custom of 
having his people approach Clara’s family. Obi replies that it depends on what his father says. Joseph 
warns him that his parents will never agree, especially his father, and insists that marriage is not a private 
matter. He reminds Obi that tradition carries weight and that the osu taboo is not something his parents will 
overlook. Obi grows irritated and insists he can handle his parents, “especially my mother,” believing that if 
he convinces her, everything will fall into place.  

CHAPTER 8 

The Umuofia Progressive Union Meets Again: The Lagos branch of the Umuofia Progressive Union 
meets on the first Saturday of every month. Obi missed the November meeting because he was visiting 
Umuofia, and Joseph made his excuses. The next meeting, held on 1 December 1950, becomes a 
significant moment in Obi’s life. Joseph calls Obi at the office to remind him of the meeting and to ensure 
he will pick him up. Joseph is proud of Obi’s new status and enjoys telling colleagues that Obi is “my 
brother… just turn from overseas. B.A. (Honors) Classics” (89). Joseph prefers the fiction of Classics 
because it sounds more impressive than English. 

Obi Arrives in Style: Obi arrives at Joseph’s place at 4:15 in his new Morris Oxford, and Joseph is thrilled. 
He wants to share in the glory of Obi’s car, which symbolizes success and prestige. Joseph dresses 
impeccably for the occasion, hoping to reflect some of Obi’s shine. He delays their departure until 5:00 so 
that the meeting will be full when they arrive. The reaction is overwhelming. As the car pulls up, the 
members clap, cheer, and dance. One old man shouts “Umuofia kwenu!” and the crowd responds “Ya!” 
(90). Obi is given a seat beside the President and must answer many questions about his job and his car 
before the meeting resumes. 

The Case of Joshua Udo: The meeting turns to the case of Joshua Udo, a messenger at the Post Office 
who has been dismissed for sleeping on duty. Joshua claims he was not sleeping but thinking. The 
President scolds him: “You did not leave Umuofia four hundred miles away to come and sleep in Lagos” 
(91). The real reason for Joshua’s dismissal, however, is corruption: he had not completed the payment of 
a ten-pound bribe he promised when he was hired. Joshua asks the Union to “borrow” him ten pounds to 
find another job. The loan is approved, and the members discuss how they must help one another. One 
elder says, “He who has people is richer than he who has money” (91). He urges everyone to look for 
openings in their departments and put in a word for Joshua. 

Obi’s New Status and the Expectations It Brings: The elder continues, pointing to Obi: “Thanks to the 
Man Above, we now have one of our sons in the senior service.” He insists that Obi can help them in small 
ways, not by sharing his salary but by using his position to support fellow Umuofia men. The President 
agrees but advises patience: Obi must first settle down and learn “what is what.” Obi feels uneasy. He 
knows that they mean well, but he also senses the pressure of communal expectations. Obi understands 
that his education and new status place him in a delicate position between personal independence and 
communal obligation. 

The Beer Controversy: The next agenda item shocks Obi. A group of young men sponsor a motion of 
censure against the President and the executive for mishandling Obi’s reception. Obi had thought the 



reception was wonderful, but the young men complain that they were not given any of the two dozen bottles 
of beer purchased for the event. The elders had monopolized the beer, leaving the youth with two kegs of 
sour Lagos palm-wine. A lively exchange follows. The President calls the young men “ungrateful ingrates 
whose stock-in-trade was character assassination.” One young man retorts that it is immoral to use public 
funds to buy beer for private thirst. The argument lasts nearly an hour, but the words lack real bitterness. 
The words are used more for performance than for genuine hostility. 

Obi’s Balancing Tradition and Modernity: When the quarrel ends, the President announces that their 
honored son, Obi Okonkwo, wishes to speak. The members cheer. Obi rises and delivers a carefully 
prepared speech that blends Ibo proverbs with English eloquence. He begins by thanking them for the 
meeting and quotes the Psalmist: “It is good for brethren to meet together in harmony.” He adds an Ibo 
proverb about snakes living apart and falling prey to man. His audience nods approvingly. Obi praises the 
welcome they gave him on his return: “If a man returns from a long journey and no one says nno to him he 
feels like one who has not arrived” (93). He attempts a joke about beer and palm-wine, but it falls flat, so 
he moves on.  

Obi Requests Four Months of Grace: Obi thanks them for the sacrifices they made to send him to England 
and promises to justify their confidence. His speech, which began entirely in Ibo, gradually shifts to half 
English, half Ibo. The audience loves both languages: They admire good Ibo and respect English as a sign 
of education. Finally, Obi reaches his main point. He asks for four months before he begins repaying his 
loan to the Union. He explains that he has many private matters to settle after four years abroad.The 
members respond warmly: “Four months is a short time.” They approve his request, and the meeting ends 
on a harmonious note. 

CHAPTER 9 

Obi’s New Office: Obi gradually settles into his role at the Scholarship Commission. Although he had 
dreaded working under Mr. Green and alongside Mr. Omo, the reality proves less unpleasant than 
expected. He is given his own office, shared only with Mr. Green’s English secretary, Miss Marie Tomlinson. 
Obi initially distrusts her, suspecting she might be one of the European secretaries placed to monitor African 
staff. Her warm reaction to Clara’s visit, however, softens his view, and he begins to lower his guard. 

Obi’s First Moral Test: A man named Mr. Mark, recently returned from England, arrives at Obi’s office. As 
soon as he notices Miss Tomlinson, he switches to Ibo and asks to speak privately. He explains that his 
sister has earned a Grade One School Certificate and wants to apply for a Federal Scholarship. He hints 
that formal applications alone are not enough in Nigeria, whispering that “you know what our country is. 
Unless you see people …” (99). Obi realizes he is being approached for a bribe. He abruptly shifts to English 
and ends the conversation: “I don’t think there is any point in continuing this discussion” (100). Mr. Mark 
leaves embarrassed, forgetting his umbrella. Obi feels triumphant, convinced he has won his first real battle 
against corruption. 

Elsie Mark’s Visit: Later that day, Obi receives an unexpected visit from Elsie Mark, Mr. Mark’s younger 
sister. She is polite, shy, and speaks Ibo. She apologizes for her brother’s behavior and explains her own 
situation: Although she earned Grade One, girls with top marks were passed over the previous year 
because they had not visited Scholarship Board members privately. She confesses her desperation and 
says, “Please, Mr. Okonkwo, you must help me. I’ll do whatever you ask” (105). Obi is moved by her story. 
Her father spent all his savings sending her brother to medical school in England. He failed repeatedly and 
returned home after twelve years upon their father’s death. Now the family has nothing left, and Elsie sees 
university education as her only path forward. Obi tells her that he is sorry, but there is nothing he can do. 

Obi’s Reflection on the School System: Listening to Elsie, Obi reflects on how deeply unequal and 
discouraging the school system is for ordinary Nigerians to. Miss Mark describes the near impossibility of 
obtaining a scholarship unless one has connections. Obi recognizes that education, supposed to be a path 
to opportunity, has become a gatekeeping mechanism that reinforces class divisions. He sees how the 



system rewards privilege rather than merit, leaving talented students stranded and desperate. This troubles 
him. He remembers his own struggles, the sacrifices his community made, and the idealism he once carried 
about education as a national duty. Now, confronted with the bureaucracy and corruption surrounding 
scholarships, he begins to understand how the colonial structure shapes ambition, limits mobility, and 
crushes hope.  

Clara’s Arrival and Her Jealous Curiosity: Clara arrives at Obi’s flat. She adopts a cool, proprietary tone 
even as she apologizes for arriving at an awkward moment. She grabs a beer from the fridge and sits on 
the couch by Obi. Elsie decides that it is time for her to leave. Obi offers to drive Elsie to Tinubu Square 
since taxis are rare in Ikoyi. When Obi returns from dropping Elsie off, Clara declares that Elsie is a beautiful 
girl and teases Obi that she may have “poured sand into your garri,” meaning she may have spoiled 
something. She then asks who Elsie is. Obi recounts the entire episode to Clara. She listens quietly, then 
challenges his moral stance. Clara tells him he was “too severe on the man” and adds that “offering money 
is not as bad as offering one’s body. And yet you gave her a drink and a lift back to town” (107), suggesting 
that she sees the drive as a gesture that could be misinterpreted, especially given Elsie’s desperation.  

CHAPTER 10 

Obi’s Financial Crisis: Obi recalls the moment, a year earlier, when Mr. Green warned him that he would 
one day have to “cough up forty pounds” for his annual car insurance. At the time, Obi thanked him politely. 
Now the dreaded bill has arrived: forty-two pounds, far more than Obi has in his bank account. He folds the 
notice and puts it away, but the anxiety remains. While sorting through his drawer, he finds a letter from 
Charles Ibe, a messenger who had begged him for thirty shillings to support his wife after the birth of their 
fifth child. Obi had lent him the money and forgotten about it. When he summons Charles, the man 
apologizes and promises repayment at the end of December, insisting in Ibo that “a debt may become 
moldy, but it never rots.” Obi realizes Charles has no intention of paying soon, but he lets the matter rest. 

Obi’s Overdraft: Obi’s financial situation worsens as he receives more bills. After negotiating a 50-pound 
overdraft from the bank to pay the insurance, he returns home only to find his electricity bill: five pounds 
seven and three, an amount that nearly makes him cry. Miss Tomlinson comments that electricity is cheaper 
in England, but Obi is in no mood for comparisons. He calculates upcoming expenses: renewing his vehicle 
license, retreading his worn tires, and eventually paying income tax. He realizes he cannot maintain the 
lifestyle expected of a senior civil servant. Obi’s social position traps him: He must appear prosperous even 
when he is drowning financially. 

Obi’s Desperate Austerity Measures at Home: Determined to cut costs, Obi imposes strict rules on his 
steward, Sebastian. He complains that there is too much meat in the soup and announces that he will give 
money for market shopping only once a week. He reduces lighting in the flat, insisting on “one switch, one 
bulb,” and orders the water heater turned off. The refrigerator must be switched off at night. Sebastian is 
confused by the new rules, but Obi pushes ahead, hoping these changes will help him survive the next few 
months. 

Clara Confronts Obi About His Secrecy: That evening, Obi and Clara have a serious disagreement. 
Clara immediately senses something is wrong and asks what happened. Obi tries to hide the truth, but 
Clara refuses to speak until he explains. When he finally admits he has taken an overdraft, Clara is hurt, 
not because of the debt itself, but because he kept it from her. She says, “You don’t think I should be told 
when you’re in difficulty.” Obi insists it was not a real difficulty and that he would not have mentioned it if 
she had not pressed him. Clara withdraws emotionally, picking up a magazine and reading in silence. Obi 
tries to lighten the mood, telling her it is rude to read when one has a visitor, but the tension remains. 

CHAPTER 11 

A New Warmth Between Obi and Miss Tomlinson: Obi’s relationship with Miss Tomlinson has changed 
noticeably. Ever since she went into enthusiastic praise over Clara, Obi has begun to lower his guard “small 



small.” She now calls him Obi, and he calls her Marie, at her suggestion. Their conversations become 
relaxed and wide-ranging. Whenever work is slow, Marie rests her arms on her typewriter and waits for Obi 
to look up so they can talk. Their favorite topic is Mr. Green, his contradictions, his rigid views about 
Africans, and his surprising acts of kindness. Marie mentions that Green is charming at home and even 
pays school fees for his steward’s children. Obi adds that Green once protected Charles, the messenger, 
from being disciplined for sleeping in the office. 

Obi’s Fascination with Mr. Green’s Character: Obi reflects deeply on Mr. Green. Although he dislikes 
Green’s condescending attitude toward educated Africans, he cannot deny the man’s devotion to duty. 
Green arrives early, works late, and seems driven by a sense of mission. Obi wonders how a man who 
does not believe in Nigeria’s future can work so tirelessly for it. He imagines Green as a disappointed 
idealist, someone who came to Africa expecting “darkness” and found instead a modernizing society that 
no longer fit his heroic fantasies. Obi compares him to Mr. Kurtz in Conrad’s Heart of Darkness. Obi 
promises himself to write a book about the Greens. 

Clara’s Parcel of Fifty Pounds: Later that morning, a ward attendant from the hospital brings Obi a parcel 
from Clara. Obi’s heart races as he opens it secretly inside a drawer. He finds fifty pounds and a note: 
“Darling, I’m sorry about yesterday. Go to the bank straight away and cancel that overdraft. See you in the 
evening. Love, Clara” (122). Obi is overwhelmed. Marie notices his expression and asks what is wrong, but 
he hides his feelings. He wonders how Clara obtained so much money, though he knows she is well paid 
and not burdened by family obligations the way he is. 

Obi’s Struggle Over Accepting Clara’s Help: All afternoon, Obi debates how to return the money without 
hurting Clara. He rehearses possible explanations: Perhaps the bank manager would think it suspicious to 
cancel an overdraft immediately, or perhaps he should ask Clara to keep the money until the end of the 
month. But when he arrives at her place, the conversation takes a different turn. Clara is ironing and asks, 
“What did the bank manager say?” Obi lies that the manager was pleased. Clara gently scolds him for 
borrowing unnecessarily and quotes an Ibo proverb about “digging a new pit to fill up an old one.” When 
Obi finally admits he did not go to the bank because he could not accept so much money from her, Clara 
becomes quiet and apologizes, saying she may have interfered in his affairs. She even holds out her hand 
and asks for the money back. Obi pulls her close and reassures her. 

An Evening Out with Christopher and Bisi: Later that evening, Obi and Clara visit Christopher, Obi’s 
lively economist friend. Christopher has a new girlfriend, Bisi, whom Clara meets for the first time. Clara is 
wary of Christopher’s influence. He is cheerful, worldly, and openly dismissive of romantic ideals, but she 
finds him likable. The group decides to go dancing at the Imperial. Christopher jokes, switches between 
English and pidgin, and teases Clara and Obi. At the dance hall, they enjoy high-life music, watch the 
crowd, and take turns dancing. Clara and Obi share moments of ease, though the evening is lively and 
chaotic. 

The Theft of Clara’s Money: When the group leaves around two o’clock, Obi and Clara return to the car. 
Obi opens the driver’s door and leans over to unlock Clara’s side, but her door is already unlocked. Panic 
hits him. He checks the glove box where he had placed Clara’s fifty pounds. It is empty. Clara immediately 
understands. They stand in silence, stunned. Obi steps out, looks around hopelessly, and leans against the 
car. The street is deserted. Clara takes his hand and says softly, “Let’s go.” She guides him back into the 
car. Obi is trembling. Clara repeats, “Let’s go, Obi,” and closes his door. 

CHAPTERS 12-13 

A Letter from Umofia: Obi’s father writes that his mother has fallen ill again and is back in the hospital, 
and he asks when Obi intends to take the local leave he had promised. He also rites that there is an urgent 
matter he must discuss with him. Obi immediately understands what this means. Months earlier, he had 
hinted in a letter that he was seeing someone, promising to explain everything when he visited. He had 
deliberately avoided mentioning Clara’s osu status, knowing such news could not be delivered in writing. 



Now, however, it is clear that someone else has informed his parents, and the revelation has reached them 
before he could prepare them. He folds the letter and slips it into his pocket, but the unease refuses to leave 
him. 

Obi Cannot Focus: Obi tries to return to his duties, but the letter has drained his ability to concentrate. He 
reads the same file repeatedly without absorbing a single line. His mother’s illness weighs heavily on him, 
and the prospect of confronting his parents about Clara fills him with terror. The emotional pressure is so 
intense that even simple actions become difficult. At one point, he picks up the telephone to call Clara at 
the hospital, but when the operator ask asks for the number, he panics and abruptly hangs up. Marie 
Tomlinson continues typing steadily nearby, unaware of the turmoil unfolding inside him. Obi sits frozen at 
his desk, 

Clara’s Sorrow: Clara spends the entire day helping Obi pack, and she stays through the night, but when 
they lie down to sleep she suddenly begins to cry. Obi, who never knows how to handle tears, becomes 
alarmed by her silent shaking. Eventually she tells him she is sorry to disappoint him, but she believes it is 
best for both of them to end their engagement. Obi tries to remain composed, saying “I can understand … 
It’s perfectly all right … I don’t blame you in the least … you don’t want to mary someone who has to borrow 
money to pay for his insurance.” (141). Clara explains that she does not want to come between him and 
his family, who will certainly oppose the marriage because she is osu. Obi tries to dismiss her fears, but the 
pressure of tradition has already begun to fracture their relationship. 

Obi’s Return is Marked by Burden and Obligation: Obi leaves Lagos early the next morning, feeling 
groggy and emotionally drained. He takes a cold bath because he cannot afford to use the electric heater, 
reflecting that cold water is like weeping, only the beginning is difficult. Although he has two weeks of leave, 
he plans to spend only one in Umuofia because of money. Villagers expect a returning son to spend freely, 
and leave is jokingly called lifu, meaning to squander. Obi has thirty-four pounds, nine and three pence, but 
sixteen pounds ten shillings must go toward his brother John’s school fees. Even before he reaches home, 
he feels the financial and emotional burdens tightening around him. 

Cloud of Anxiety: When Obi arrives in Umuofia, the atmosphere confirms his fears. His journey has been 
overshadowed by two anxieties: his mother’s illness and the knowledge that his parents have learned, 
through someone else, that Clara is osu. His father greets him warmly but gravely, and his mother, frail and 
bedridden, tries to smile. Obi senses immediately that the “urgent matter” mentioned in his father’s letter is 
waiting for him, and that the conversation cannot be postponed. The tension in the house makes clear that 
his parents have already formed their judgment. 

Mother’s Frailty and Father’s Silence: Obi looks past everyone who comes to greet him, searching for 
his mother. She has just returned from the hospital, and when he enters her room, he is shaken by her 
frailty. She stretches out her thin hand and tells him he should have seen her when she was truly ill, adding 
with forced humor that she is now “as healthy as a young girl” (145). Obi notices the differences in the 
rooms of his parents: His father’s room is filled with old papers and books, symbols of his reverence for the 
written word, and his mother’s is filled with practical household items.  

The Song of the Heart: That evening, a group of young women returning from a funeral hear of Obi’s 
arrival and decide to greet him with song. His father wants to chase them away, but Obi persuades him to 
let them sing. His mother comes out to listen, enjoying the music even though it is not Christian. The leader 
of the group sings a long recitative called “The Song of the Heart,” which tells of a woman who receives a 
letter she cannot read until someone explains its message: “He that has a brother must hold him to his 
heart, for a kinsman cannot be bought in the market” (147). The chorus repeats the idea that money cannot 
buy kinship, and that one who has brothers possesses more than wealth can offer.  

CHAPTER 14 



Hidden Warning: On the evening of Obi’s arrival, he joins his father and mother in her room for prayer. 
The prayer focuses on resisting the works of the devil, and Obi cannot help feeling that one of those works 
is meant to point toward his relationship with Clara. The tone of the prayer is heavy, and he senses that the 
warning is deliberate. When they finish, his father says there is a matter he wishes to discuss with him, but 
since Obi must be tired from the journey, they can postpone the conversation until the next day. Obi insists 
that he is not tired and prefers to talk immediately. 

Father and Son Withdraw to Speak: Since Obi refuses to wait, the two men leave the mother’s room and 
withdraw to Isaac’s room. Once they are alone, Isaac reminds his son that he had written to him about a 
girl. Obi replies that this is one of the reasons he has come home. He explains that he hopes they can begin 
approaching the girl’s parents for a possible marriage once he is able to gather the money for the bride 
price. 

The Depth of the Taboo: Isaac asks, “Do we know who this girl is and where she comes from?” Obi 
answers that she is the daughter of Okeke, the retired schoolteacher from Mbaino. Isaac bursts into loud 
laughter, a laughter without joy, and then stops abruptly. He declares, “You cannot marry this girl … what 
did you find out about her?” Obi replies that he knows she is osu, but that it does not matter because they 
are Christians and the Bible makes no distinction among the children of God. Isaac shakes his head and 
responds, “We are Christians, but that is no reason to marry an osu … this thing is deeper than you think 
… osu is like leprosy in the minds of our people” (151–52). He begs his son not to bring shame upon their 
family. For him, the traditional taboo is absolute, and no amount of modern thinking can erase it. 

Obi’s Appeal to Modernity: Obi tries to argue that these are old beliefs that will disappear within ten years, 
swept away by education and modern life. He insists that the world is changing and that the younger 
generation does not cling to such customs. But his father remains unmoved. Isaac sees the osu stigma as 
permanent, something that cannot be washed away by Christianity or progress. 

The Curse of Future Generations: Finally, Isaac pronounces the most severe warning of the conversation. 
He tells Obi that if he insists on marrying Clara, “your children and your children’s children unto the third 
and fourth generations will curse your memory” (152). The words fall with the weight of a curse. Father and 
son go to bed still divided, each holding firmly to his own conviction, and the conflict remains unresolved. 

A Mother’s Loneliness: The morning after Obi’s painful discussion with his father, he goes to see his 
mother in her room. Of her eight children, only Eunice, the youngest, still lives at home. The others have 
scattered in search of money and opportunity. She compares her fate to that of someone who lives beside 
a river but must wash her hands in spittle, because she is now an old woman abandoned by her children. 
Her words carry both resignation and reproach, and Obi feels the weight of her solitude. 

A Dream of Death: Isaac joins them for morning prayer, but before they begin, Obi’s mother tells her son 
that she has had a frightening, prophetic dream. In the dream she lay wrapped in a burial cloth while termites 
devoured the bed beneath her. The meaning of the dream became clear to her when she received a letter 
from Joseph announcing that Obi intended to marry an osu. She says the dream was a warning, a sign that 
disaster is approaching the family. 

A Mother’s Plea: She begs Obi not to marry Clara while she is still alive. She tells him that her death is 
near, and that if he must commit such an act, he should wait until she is gone. Her voice grows firmer as 
she speaks, and she warns him that if he insists on marrying an osu, she will take her own life. She says, 
“If you do the thing while I am alive, you will have my blood on your head, because I shall kill myself” (154). 
The threat is stark, and Obi is shaken by its intensity. 

Obi’s Withdrawal: Overwhelmed, Obi refuses to leave his room for the rest of the day. He lies on his bed, 
lost in thought, unable to face anyone. Visitors come to greet him and leave disappointed when they learn 
he will not see them. The house fills with murmurs of concern, but Obi remains isolated, trapped between 
duty to his family and loyalty to Clara. 



A Father’s Story: That evening, Isaac enters his son’s room. Obi tells him that he will shorten his visit and 
return to Lagos in two days. Isaac responds by sharing a story from his own youth, a story meant to show 
that he too has suffered under the weight of tradition. He explains that his father once cursed him because 
he fled the family compound to join the white missionaries. Isaac says he hated his father for killing 
Ikemefuna, the boy given to Umuofia by a neighboring village as a gesture of peace. His father had raised 
Ikemefuna as a son, and Isaac had grown up with him as a brother. However, when the time came for the 
sacrifice, it was his father who struck Ikemefuna down with a machete. 

The Burden of the Past: Isaac tells Obi that after Ikemefuna’s death, he fled to the missionaries and 
became a Christian. His father, consumed by shame, later hanged himself. The story is meant to show Obi 
that breaking with tradition carries terrible consequences, not only for the one who rebels but for the entire 
family. Isaac hopes that by sharing his own suffering, he can persuade Obi to abandon the idea of marrying 
Clara. But Obi listens in silence, caught between the past that binds him and the future he longs to choose. 

CHAPTER 15 

A Numb Drive Back to Lagos: Obi leaves Umuofia in a fog of exhaustion and despair. The long road to 
Lagos feels unreal to him. He drives straight through without stopping at Akure, the usual midpoint where 
travelers rest and eat. His mind is too heavy for hunger or pause. He simply keeps the car moving, hour 
after hour, as if motion alone could silence the turmoil inside him. 

Obi Escapes from Death: Just before reaching Ibadan, the monotony shatters. Obi takes a bend too fast 
and suddenly finds two mammy-wagons blocking the road, one foolishly overtaking the other. He jerks the 
wheel and plunges into the bush. Passengers from the safer lorry rush toward him, women clutching their 
chests and crying, men shaking their heads at the recklessness of drivers. They tell him he is “very lucky-o” 
and urge him to thank God. Only once his car is pushed back onto the road does his body begin to tremble. 

Fear at the Lagos Boundary: By the time Obi reaches Lagos at dusk, the signboard welcoming motorists 
to the federal territory fills him with panic. He has rehearsed how he will tell Clara about his parents’ 
rejection, but when he reaches her neighborhood, he loses courage and drives past her place. At home, 
Obi washes, changes clothes, and sits heavily on his sofa. For the first time, fatigue overwhelms him. 
Unsure whether to seek Christopher’s advice or go directly to Clara, he gets back in the car. His indecision 
lasts until he finds himself heading toward Clara’s place. 

Clara Breaks the Engagement: On the way, a slow religious procession blocks traffic. Obi is secretly 
grateful for the delay. When he finally reaches Clara, he tries to present the situation as temporary. He 
insists that his mother’s mind has been clouded by illness and that his father is “as good as won over … all 
we ned to do is lie quiet for a moment” (161). Clara listens silently, rubbing her ring. When he finishes, she 
asks if he is done. Then she removes the ring and holds it out. When he refuses to take it, she goes to his 
car, drops it in his glove box, comes back, and says, “Thank you very much for everything.” The room sinks 
into silence. As Obi prepares to leave, she adds, “I ought to have been able to take care of myself.” Obi 
panics and asks what she means. She replies, “Oh, nothing. Forget about it. I’ll find a way out” (163). 

Christopher’s Blunt Reaction: Obi later goes to Christopher, hoping for understanding. Instead, 
Christopher responds with harshness and impatience. He lectures Obi about tradition, saying he himself 
would never marry an osu. When Obi explains that his mother threatened suicide, Christopher laughs and 
tells a story meant to show how people dramatize grief. Obi interrupts him, insisting that his mother meant 
every word. Then he reveals the real crisis: Clara is pregnant. Christopher’s tone changes. “Well, well, that 
is going to be troublesome,” he says, and promises to find the names of doctors who perform illegal 
abortions. 

The Search for a Doctor: The next day, Obi and Clara visit two doctors. The first, an older man, refuses 
outright, saying, “What you are asking me to do is a criminal offense.” He advises Obi to marry Clara, whom 
he finds “very good-looking.” Clara bursts out, “I say I won’t marry him. Isn’t that enough?” and storms out. 



The second doctor, younger and businesslike, agrees to perform the abortion for thirty pounds, “raw cash,” 
warning that it is illegal and risky. He tells Clara she must not eat before the procedure. As they leave, he 
asks Obi, “Why don’t you marry her?” but Obi gives no answer. He now faces the urgent problem of raising 
thirty pounds by the next afternoon. 

CHAPTER 16 

A Deadline and Too Little Money: The next morning, Obi faces a strict deadline. He must find thirty 
pounds before two o’clock to pay for Clara’s procedure. He also remembers the fifty pounds he owes her, 
but that problem must wait. When he counts his money, he finds only twelve pounds and a few coins. He 
had given five pounds to his mother and nothing to his father. The gap between what he has and what he 
needs is large, and he has no obvious source of help. 

No Viable Support Network: Obi considers the people around him. Christopher cannot help; his salary is 
usually gone by the tenth of the month. Asking the President of the Umuofia Progressive Union would be 
embarrassing and would make it seem as if Obi accepted the Union’s authority over his private life. He 
rejects that idea immediately. Every option he thinks of either exposes him to judgment or is simply 
unrealistic. 

Turning to Sam Okoli: Eventually, Obi settles on a plan. He will ask the Honorable Sam Okoli for a loan. 
He debates whether to explain the real reason he needs the money. Telling the truth feels unfair to Clara, 
but hiding it feels dishonest. He had already told Christopher only because he needed information about 
doctors. Later, worried that Christopher might speak too freely, he calls him and says he must keep the 
matter quiet. Christopher replies in Ibo that “pregnancy cannot be covered with the hand” (169).Obi tells 
him not to be foolish. 

Payment and a Sudden Fear: Obi manages to gather the thirty pounds and returns to the clinic. The doctor 
counts the notes carefully, puts them away, and says, “Come back at five o’clock.” Obi steps outside but 
cannot bring himself to leave. A strong sense of unease settles over him. As he sits in his car, the doctor 
and Clara come out and get into another vehicle. Clara looks briefly in his direction, then looks away. Obi 
wants to call out to her, even to say, “Stop. Let’s go and get married now” (169), but he remains still. 

A Chaotic Search Through the City: A moment later, Obi starts the car and tries to follow them. The 
doctor’s vehicle is already gone. Obi drives through several streets, turning repeatedly, trying to guess their 
route. He crosses a busy road and is nearly struck by a bus. People shout at him for driving the wrong way. 
After many minutes of confused and rapid driving, he stops. He is sweating heavily, and the heat inside the 
car is intense. He rests his head on the steering wheel, unable to continue searching. 

Clara is Out of Reach: At five o’clock, Obi returns to the clinic. The attendant tells him that the doctor is 
out and refuses to say where he has gone. Obi waits for more than an hour before the doctor returns, alone. 
The doctor says, “She is at a private hospital… in case of complications.” Obi asks to see her. The doctor 
replies, “Tomorrow morning. That is, if she wants to see you.” When Obi goes to the hospital, a nurse tells 
him that Clara is very ill and that visitors are not allowed. Obi leaves without seeing her, unsure of what will 
happen next. 

CHAPTERS 17-18 

Mr. Green’s Lecture: Mr. Freen greets Obi politely and asks him if he had a good leave. The politeness 
quickly dissolves into a familiar lecture about African civil servants enjoying too many privileges. Mr. Green 
insists that local leave was designed for Europeans seeking cooler climates and claims that Africans have 
become unwilling to sacrifice anything for the good of the country. After he steps out, Marie tries to soften 
the moment. She admits that Nigeria has far more holidays than England and then shifts to personal 
concern, telling Obi he looks run down. Obi confesses to a slight malaria fever, and she urges him to take 
paludrine and see a doctor. 



Financial Pressure and the Leave Allowance Shock: Obi visits Clara at the hospital, but she refuses to 
see him and turns her face to the wall. He is resolved to pay her back the fifty pounds she loaned him. Obi 
consults Mr. Omo about a salary advance. Mr. Omo explains that advances are possible only under special 
conditions and then reminds Obi that he must submit a statement of expenditure for his twenty-five-pound 
leave allowance. Obi is horrified to learn that the allowance is not a gift but must be claimed based on 
mileage. The Lagos-Umuofia journey amounts to only fifteen pounds, leaving him unable to refund the 
remaining ten. He decides he will claim that he spent his leave in the Cameroons. This financial strain 
forces him to confront the deeper burden of his monthly twenty-pound payment to the Umuofia Progressive 
Union, which he now decides to suspend until he can afford it. 

The Letter to Clara and the Hospital Encounter: As Obi weighs these decisions, a messenger delivers 
the letter he wrote to Clara the previous night. He had struggled to find honest words and finally wrote, “I 
can understand your not wanting ever to set eyes on me again. I have wronged you terribly. But I cannot 
bring myself to believe that it is all over.” He drops the letter at the hospital early in the morning, waiting 
outside among the smells of carbolic and the sight of patients queueing for treatment. While he waits, he 
overhears ward servants gossiping crudely about Clara’s condition, suggesting she had been given a 
pregnancy. Obi is emotionally exhausted, financially strained, and increasingly isolated, as the pressures 
of work, family obligations, and personal failure begin to converge around him. 

Clara’s Departure and Obi’s Mounting Debts: Clara remains in the hospital for five weeks, and once 
discharged she is granted seventy days of leave and leaves Lagos without seeing Obi. He learns this 
through Christopher, who advises him to give her time. Obi’s plan to repay her fifty pounds collapses when 
a registered parcel slip arrives from the Commissioner of Income Tax. Marie suggests paying future taxes 
through monthly installments, but for the present year he must find thirty-two pounds quickly. His financial 
troubles deepen just as emotional strain reaches a breaking point. 

The News of His Mother’s Death: On top of Obi’s debts comes the devastating news of his mother’s 
death. Obi sends whatever money he can for the funeral, but members of the Umuofia Progressive Union 
complain bitterly that a woman who raised many children, including a son in a European post, deserved a 
better burial. They accuse Obi of neglecting his people and claim that Lagos has corrupted him. Some even 
suggest that Clara, whom they call an osu woman, has bewitched him. An elder then recounts how Obi’s 
father once refused to return home when his own father died, insisting that those who kill with the matchet 
must die by the matchet. The elder concludes that a man’s blood never changes, even if he becomes a 
lawyer or doctor in England. 

Grief, Vigil, and Communal Condolence: Obi is shattered by his mother’s death. He takes two days of 
leave and locks himself in his flat, unable to face the journey home. He cries openly, and the release brings 
him his first full night of sleep in months. The next day he wakes with guilt, wondering whether he should 
have traveled to Umuofia, but he convinces himself that sending money was more useful than spending it 
on gasoline. Joseph arrives with beer to help him receive visitors, and soon more than twenty-five Umuofia 
men come to condole with him. They greet him in Ibo with “Ndo,” speak briefly of his loss, and then move 
on to everyday matters, filling the room with familiar voices. One man tells a story about the tortoise who 
tried to avoid his mother’s funeral, a tale that lands awkwardly in the room. Obi sleeps again that night and 
wakes with a calmer heart. His grief begins to settle into a strange peace, the kind that comes when sorrow 
has exhausted itself and left only acceptance. 

CHAPTER 19 

Emerging from Grief: Obi enters a strange emotional calm after his mother’s death. He feels renewed, 
describing himself as “a brand-new snake just emerged from its slough.” The sharp memory of his mother’s 
suffering fades, replaced by images of her strength and decisiveness. This shift marks the end of his guilt 
and the beginning of a new, almost detached lucidity. He feels as if he has passed through fire and come 
out hardened, stripped of illusions. 



Memories of Strength and the Collapse of Ideals: Obi reflects on stories from his parents’ early life, 
especially the tale of his mother killing the sacred he-goat of Udo after it destroyed her yam. The act caused 
uproar in the village. These memories comfort him. He begins to believe that beyond death there is only 
reality, not ideals. He thinks that the impatient idealist who says, “Give me a place to stand and I shall move 
the earth,” is chasing an illusion. One must stand on the earth itself and move at its pace. Even the most 
shocking events cannot extinguish the human eye. A mother’s death, he concludes, is simply part of life. 

The Scholarship Season and the First Bribe: With scholarship season underway, Obi takes work home 
to keep up. One evening a prosperous businessman arrives in a new Chevrolet and offers him fifty pounds 
to secure a scholarship for his son. Obi refuses, explaining that he only recommends candidates who meet 
the requirements. The man insists, calling the money “small kola,” and leaves the wad of notes on Obi’s 
table. Obi is shaken and covers the money with a newspaper. More people come in the following days, 
some offering money, others offering themselves. Obi accepts bribes only from candidates who already 
meet the minimum qualifications, but each incident weighs heavily on him. 

The Sting Operation: Eventually a man leaves twenty pounds, and Obi realizes he can no longer bear the 
strain. When the man returns with another visitor, the stranger searches Obi and finds the marked notes. 
A police van is summoned. Obi is arrested, and the chapter closes with the narrator noting that no one truly 
understands how an educated young man could fall so far. Even Mr. Green, who always believed he knew 
Obi’s weaknesses, cannot explain the depth of his collapse. This marks the moment when Obi’s moral 
resistance finally breaks. 

CHARACTER ANALYSIS 
 
Obi Okonkwo (idealistic, conflicted, vulnerable) 
 
Obi carries an idealistic outlook that clashes with a conflicted inner life, leaving him increasingly vulnerable 
to pressures he cannot manage. His hopes move forward, but his uncertainty and softness pull him back 
at every turn. 
 
Idealistic  Obi believes education can transform his life and his country. He carries a strong sense of 
purpose, convinced that knowledge will help him rise above the contradictions he sees around him. His 
idealism shapes his early confidence and his hope for a future guided by principle. 

Conflicted  Obi struggles to reconcile personal desire, family duty, and social expectation. His loss of 
religious faith, his love for Clara, and the pressures of work create an inner tension that he cannot resolve. 
This conflict leaves him uncertain about the path he should follow. 

Vulnerable  Obi’s responsibilities weigh heavily on him, and the demands placed on him by family, 
community, and modern life expose his weakness. His vulnerability grows as financial strain and emotional 
pressure converge, leaving him open to mistakes he once believed he would avoid. 

Clara Okeke (independent, guarded, resolute) 
 
Clara moves with an independent spirit that protects a deeply guarded emotional world, held together by a 
resolute sense of dignity. Her strength rests in the irmness she maintains even when affection challenges 
her boundaries. 
 
Independent  Clara is an independent woman who moves through the world with a strong sense of self. 
Her education and professional training give her confidence, and she chooses her relationships carefully. 
She does not allow others to define her or dictate her choices. 



Guarded  Clara protects her private life with care. Her past and her status as an osu make her 
cautious about intimacy, and she reveals her feelings slowly. This guarded nature shapes her interactions 
with Obi and influences the rhythm of their relationship. 

Resolute  Clara faces difficult decisions with firmness. Even when she feels hurt or uncertain, she 
acts in ways that preserve her dignity. Her resolve is clear in the choices she makes about her future, 
especially when she decides to step away from Obi despite her affection for him. 

Mr. Green (rigid, prejudiced, complacent) 
 
Mr. Green operates from a rigid worldview shaped by deeply prejudiced assumptions that sit comfortably 
within his complacent routine. His perspective remains fixed, untouched by the changes unfolding around 
him. 
 
Rigid  Mr. Green approaches his work with strict adherence to rules and a fixed sense of order. His rigidity 
prevents him from seeing the complexity of the society around him and keeps him locked inside the 
assumptions of the colonial system. 

Prejudiced  Mr. Green’s views about Africans reveal deep bias. He interprets Obi’s actions through a 
lens shaped by stereotypes, and he expresses opinions that reduce individuals to cultural flaws. This 
prejudice limits his understanding and reinforces the inequalities of his world. 

Complacent  Mr. Green is comfortable within the colonial structure he serves. He does not question his 
position or the system that supports it. His complacency allows him to repeat harmful ideas without 
reflection, making him a symbol of an administration unwilling to change. 

Obi’s Parents (Isaac and Hannah Okonkwo) (devout, loyal, resilient) 
 
Obi’s parents live with a devout commitment that anchors their loyal bond and supports a resilient approach 
to hardship. Their steady endurance forms the emotional ground Obi must now navigate. 
 
Devout  Isaac Okonkwo’s Christian faith guides every aspect of his life. His devotion shapes his household, 
his expectations for his children, and his rejection of ancestral customs. His spiritual commitment is sincere 
and unwavering. 

Loyal  Hannah’s loyalty to her husband and children is constant. She supports Isaac’s beliefs even when 
they silence parts of her own heritage, and she cares for her family with steady affection. Her loyalty gives 
the home its emotional center. 

Resilient  Both parents endure hardship with strength. Their declining health and limited resources 
do not erase their determination to maintain dignity and stability. Their resilience is a formidable reminder 
of the sacrifices they have made throughout their lives. 

THEMES 

Society 
 
Faith and Religion: Faith in No Longer at Ease shapes the world Obi returns to, and Achebe uses it to 
explore how a community negotiates two spiritual traditions at once. Christianity enters the novel as a 
powerful force that reorganizes family life and personal identity. Obi’s father, Isaac Okonkwo, treats his faith 
as a complete guide for living. His devotion is visible in the way he insists that prayer must take place in 
church because “it is good to pray at home but better to pray in God’s house” (64). For him, Christianity is 
not a belief system that sits beside other customs. It replaces them. He forbids his wife from telling folk 
stories because “we are not heathens. Stories like that are not for the people of the Church” (66). Achebe 



shows how this strict approach interrupts the transmission of cultural memory. Hannah’s stories once 
connected her children to their ancestors, but Isaac’s conviction pushes those stories out of the home. 

Obi stands in a different place. He no longer believes in his father’s God, but he cannot bring himself 
to say so. His silence reveals how faith becomes an emotional burden. When his father asks whether he 
read the Bible in England, Obi lies to avoid hurting him. The lie is small, but it shows how religion can create 
expectations that shape family relationships long after belief has faded. Obi carries the weight of his father’s 
devotion even though he has stepped away from it. Achebe also shows that indigenous spirituality remains 
alive in the village. The elders break kola nut in a Christian way, but the act still carries ancestral meaning. 
Odogwu ends his prayer with “As it was in the beginning it will be at the end” (60), a phrase borrowed from 
Christian liturgy but used in a traditional setting. This blending reveals a community that adapts rather than 
abandons its older practices. The elders defend ancestral protection against thunder with confidence drawn 
from experience. Their belief is grounded in memory and observation, not doctrine. 

Religion in the novel is also a social performance. Isaac’s refusal to consult the rainmaker is interpreted 
by villagers as stubbornness rather than devotion. The special church service planned for Obi’s return 
becomes a public display of status as much as a spiritual event. Achebe uses these moments to show how 
faith can serve communal pride and social order. Obi’s inner conflict captures the spiritual uncertainty of a 
generation caught between two worlds. He cannot fully embrace Christianity, and he cannot fully return to 
ancestral belief. Achebe presents faith as a space where personal conviction, cultural heritage, and modern 
life meet in ways that are both creative and painful. 

Bureaucracy: The Precarity of Merit in a Colonial Bureaucracy         Achebe’s novel presents a world where 
merit appears to matter, but its value collapses as soon as it enters the machinery of a colonial bureaucracy. 
Obi’s education is impressive. He earns distinctions, reads widely, and carries himself with the confidence 
of someone who believes that knowledge can shape a future. In theory, this should place him on solid 
ground. In practice, his achievements rest on soil that shifts under his feet. The system he enters was never 
designed to reward African excellence. It was designed to contain it. The colonial office where Obi works is 
a place where merit is acknowledged only when it does not threaten the established order. Mr. Green 
represents this contradiction. He praises Western education, but he refuses to believe that an African can 
use it well. His comments about Obi’s promise sound like compliments, but they are delivered with 
suspicion. They are reminders that Obi’s brilliance is tolerated rather than embraced. The bureaucracy 
develops a space where talent is constantly questioned, where every achievement is shadowed by doubt. 
Obi’s interview at the Public Service Commission illustrates this clearly. The chairman enjoys discussing 
literature with him, but another board member wakes from sleep only to ask whether Obi wants the job so 
he can take bribes. Merit is present, but it is never allowed to stand on its own. 

The instability of merit also appears in the way Obi’s community views him. The Umuofia Progressive 
Union invests in his education, but their support comes with expectations that limit his freedom. They want 
him to study law, return to defend ancestral land, and embody the success of the village. When he chooses 
English instead, their pride becomes frustration. Merit becomes a communal asset rather than a personal 
achievement. Obi’s education is celebrated, but it is also claimed. This creates pressure that weakens his 
ability to act independently. His brilliance is constantly weighed against obligations he cannot escape. 

The final blow comes from economic reality. Obi’s salary is respectable, but it cannot sustain the 
demands placed on him. His merit cannot protect him from debt, family responsibilities, or the subtle 
pressures of corruption. The system rewards those who bend its rules and punishes those who try to stand 
upright. Obi’s education gives him hope, but the structure around him grinds down that hope piece by piece. 
In this world, merit is fragile because it is never allowed to be enough. 

 
Work: The Colonial Workplace as a Stage of Humiliation         No Longer at Ease presents the colonial 
office as a place where work is never just work. It is a stage where power is performed through small 
gestures, sharp comments, and carefully maintained routines. Mr. Green embodies this environment. His 
behavior toward Obi and the other African staff is strict supervision and a performance of authority. When 
he refuses to stand, refuses to shake hands, or when he speaks in clipped phrases that question Obi’s 
intelligence, he is acting out a role that reinforces the hierarchy of the colonial system. The office functions 
as a space where humiliation is woven into daily interactions. 

This theatrical quality appears in the way Mr. Green treats Mr. Omo. Omo has spent nearly thirty years 
in the service, but he behaves like a frightened apprentice. He pockets his kola nut when Green enters, 
stammers through explanations, and rushes to obey commands. His fear is the result of years spent in a 



workplace where African workers learn to anticipate criticism and avoid drawing attention to themselves. 
The office teaches them to perform submission. Their gestures, their tone, and even their silence become 
part of a script shaped by colonial expectations. Obi enters this world with confidence, but he quickly 
discovers that his education does not protect him from the rituals of humiliation. When Green snaps at him 
for failing to say “sir,” the correction is not about etiquette. It is a reminder of position. The telephone 
incident, where Green drops the receiver after scolding him, shows how authority is expressed through 
small acts that carry emotional weight. The office is arranged so that African workers must constantly adjust 
themselves to avoid conflict. Every interaction is a negotiation between dignity and survival. 

This environment affects how people see themselves. Omo imitates Green’s harshness when speaking 
to junior clerks, repeating the same patterns he suffers. Obi feels the pressure to conform even as he resists 
it. The colonial workplace shapes behavior, language, and identity. It becomes a theater where humiliation 
is not an accident but a daily performance that maintains the structure of power. In this setting, the simple 
act of doing one’s job becomes a complex dance around authority, fear, and the desire to be respected. 

Education: Hope and Disappointment          Education in No Longer at Ease carries a powerful sense of 
hope. Obi’s community believes learning can lift an entire village, and their decision to send him to England 
reflects a collective dream of progress. They gather money they can barely spare, convinced that schooling 
will return to them in the form of dignity and pride. Obi embraces this vision during his years abroad, 
imagining a future where knowledge becomes a tool for national renewal. The prayers, feasts, and 
blessings that accompany his departure show how deeply people believe in the transformative force of 
learning. Education appears as a bridge toward a better future, something capable of reshaping both 
personal destiny and communal identity. 

The narrative also exposes the discrimination embedded in the educational system. Miss Mark’s 
frustration reveals how scholarships often depend on influence rather than merit, turning learning into a 
privilege reserved for those with connections. Obi’s own interview at the Public Service Commission 
reinforces this imbalance. One board member sleeps through the session, then wakes to ask whether Obi 
wants the job so he can take bribes. The scene shows how prejudice and condescension shape the 
experiences of young Nigerians trying to enter the civil service. Education promises fairness, but the 
structures surrounding it often undermine that promise. 

Clara’s experience adds a painful dimension to this theme. She returns from England with professional 
training, confidence, and ambition, expecting her education to secure a respected place in Nigerian society. 
Instead, she confronts a system that marginalizes her because of an antiquated tradition that marks her as 
an osu. Her qualifications cannot shield her from stigma, and her hope of rising through learning collapses 
when she realizes that modern credentials carry little weight against inherited prejudice. Clara’s case 
reveals how education can empower a person abroad while leaving them vulnerable at home, where social 
barriers remain deeply rooted. 

As Obi settles into life in Lagos, the sacrifices tied to his schooling begin to weigh heavily on him. He 
must repay the Union, support his parents, and maintain a respectable lifestyle. These pressures grind 
down the idealism he carried from England. He sees poverty beside privilege, corruption beside ambition, 
and bureaucracy beside hope. His belief that educated young people will reform the system falters as he 
confronts the complexity of Nigerian society. Education gave him confidence, but it did not protect him from 
the moral compromises that surround him. Through Obi and Clara, Achebe shows how learning can inspire, 
uplift, and disappoint, revealing a world where knowledge opens doors while exposing the obstacles that 
stand behind them. 

Community: Communal Love and Surveillance         The narrative presents a community that prides itself 
on unity, loyalty, and shared identity. The Umuofia Progressive Union embodies this spirit. Its members 
support one another, raise money for collective projects, and celebrate the achievements of their sons and 
daughters. On the surface, this looks like a model of solidarity. Beneath that surface lies a more complex 
reality. Communal love appears as a system of observation. Every gesture of support carries an 
expectation. Every act of generosity creates a debt. Obi grows up surrounded by communal affection, but 
that affection follows him wherever he goes. 

The Union invests heavily in Obi’s education. They raise eight hundred pounds to send him to England, 
a sum that requires sacrifice from many families. Their support is sincere. At the same time, it binds Obi to 
a set of obligations that shape his choices. They expect him to study law, defend ancestral land, and return 



as a champion of Umuofia. When he chooses English instead, their disappointment is immediate. Their 
love becomes a form of pressure. They watch his decisions closely and judge them through the lens of 
communal expectation. Obi’s life becomes a public matter, discussed in meetings and evaluated through 
speeches. 
 This surveillance intensifies when Obi returns to Nigeria. The Union monitors his salary, his spending, his 
romantic life, and even his clothing. His arrival in shirt sleeves at the reception organized for him by the 
Union is treated as an offense. His relationship with Clara is a topic of debate. His absence from meetings 
is interpreted as arrogance. The community’s affection transforms into a constant gaze. They want him to 
succeed, but they also want him to succeed in ways that confirm their values. Their support is generous, 
but it is never neutral. It carries the weight of tradition, pride, and collective identity. 

This dynamic is most visible when Obi faces legal trouble. Some members express indifference, 
claiming he has forgotten his people. Others insist that they must fight for him because he represents their 
only senior official. Their love is real, but it is tied to the image he carries for them. They defend him because 
his fall reflects on the entire community. In this sense, communal love functions as a protective shield and 
a controlling force at the same time. Obi is never alone, but he is never free. The community that raised 
him also watches him, evaluates him, and shapes the path he tries to walk. 

 
Psychology 
 
Love: Love and Cultural Anxiety         The relationship between Obi and Clara reveals how love becomes 
a space where cultural tension gathers. Their attraction is genuine, but it unfolds within a world shaped by 
tradition, colonial influence, and social expectations. Clara is modern, educated, and confident. She speaks 
English with ease, works as a nurse, and carries herself with independence. At the same time, she belongs 
to a category that Ibo society marks as taboo. Her osu identity places her outside the boundaries of 
acceptable marriage for someone in Obi’s position. This creates a pressure around their relationship. Every 
moment of affection carries an awareness of what their union would mean to their families and community. 
Obi’s feelings for Clara are strong, but they are never free from cultural anxiety. He hesitates to tell his 
people about her. He wonders why she insists on secrecy. He tries to imagine how his village would react. 
The weight of tradition enters their private life and shapes their conversations. Clara’s modernity does not 
erase the social reality she carries. Obi’s education does not erase the expectations placed on him. Their 
love becomes a meeting point between two worlds that struggle to coexist. 

The colonial environment adds another layer to this tension. Obi and Clara move in circles where 
European influence is strong. They attend functions, meet diplomats, and navigate spaces where Western 
norms appear to dominate. In these settings, their relationship seems ordinary. But once they step outside 
those circles, they face the full force of local customs. Clara’s presence in Obi’s life becomes a symbol of 
change, and change is rarely welcomed without resistance. Their love exposes the gap between the 
modern identity they try to build and the traditional identity they cannot escape. This tension affects how 
they interact. Clara’s moods, Obi’s silences, and their disagreements reflect more than personal 
differences. They reveal the strain of carrying a relationship that challenges deeply rooted beliefs. Love 
becomes a place where cultural anxiety gathers because it forces both partners to confront the limits of 
their freedom. Their story shows how affection can flourish, but also how it can bend under the pressure of 
history, community, and inherited boundaries. 

 
Disillusionment: Poetic disappointment        The narrative gives Obi a mind shaped by poetry. He writes 
verses in England, reflects on beauty, and carries a sensitivity that colors the way he sees the world. This 
poetic instinct stays with him when he returns to Nigeria, but it meets a reality that refuses to match the 
images he once created. The contrast between his inner world and the world around him forms a steady 
thread of disillusionment. His thoughts move with rhythm and imagery, while his daily life moves with 
pressure and contradiction. This tension creates an emotional landscape that shapes his choices and his 
downfall. 

Obi’s poetic imagination is most visible in the way he describes Nigeria. In England, he writes nostalgic 
poems about home, imagining warmth, harmony, and promise: “How sweet it is to lie beneath a tree /At 
eventime and share the ecstasy/Of jocund birds and flimsy butterflies, /How sweet to leave or earthbound 
body in its mud, /And rise towards the music of the spheres …” (19). When Obi returns, he confronts 
poverty, corruption, and inequality. The slum where Clara goes to sew her dress shocks him. The smell of 
rotting dogs, the leaning houses, and the exhaustion of the neighborhood stand in sharp contrast to the 



Nigeria he had written about. His poetry becomes a reminder of a dream that cannot survive contact with 
reality. This gap between imagination and experience deepens his sense of disappointment. Obi’s 
reflections on corruption also carry a poetic tone. He tries to understand why people accept it, why it 
spreads, and why it feels impossible to fight. He approaches the problem with the mind of someone who 
seeks meaning rather than simple explanation. His conversations with Christopher show this clearly. Obi 
speaks in images and ideals, while Christopher speaks in statistics and practical observations. Obi’s poetic 
approach makes him hopeful, but it also leaves him unprepared for the complexity of the system he enters. 

Love brings another layer to this disillusionment. Clara represents beauty, modernity, and emotional 
intensity. Their relationship begins with a moment that feels almost cinematic, on a ship deck under foreign 
skies. As they settle into life in Lagos, the weight of tradition, secrecy, and social pressure enters their story. 
The poetic spark that drew them together struggles to survive the demands of daily life. Obi’s 
disappointment grows as he realizes that affection alone cannot overcome the boundaries set by culture 
and circumstance. 

The story uses Obi’s poetic sensibility to show how dreams can fade when confronted with a world that 
refuses to bend. His disillusionment becomes a form of poetry, shaped by longing, reflection, and the slow 
recognition that imagination cannot always protect a person from reality. 
 
Ethics 
 
Corruption: The Aestheticization of Corruption         In the story, corruption takes on forms that go 
beyond a simple exchange of money. It becomes a practice with its own style, rhythm, and language. 
People speak about it with humor, with proverbs, and with a sense of performance. This gives corruption 
an aesthetic quality. It becomes an art with rules, expectations, and moments of creativity. The president 
of the Umuofia Progressive Union illustrates this spirit when he says that anyone who chooses to eat a toad 
should look for a fat and juicy one. His remark is a warning, but it is also a reflection on the strange beauty 
people attach to wrongdoing once it becomes part of daily life. 

This aesthetic dimension appears clearly when Obi receives bribe money described as “kola nut.” The 
person offering the money tries to place the gesture within a traditional ethic of sharing rather than within 
the world of crime. Breaking kola nut, sharing kola nut, and offering kola nut are central acts in many 
communal gatherings, whether they follow ancestral customs or Christian practice. People break kola nut 
in the way of the ancestors as much as they do in church settings. Presenting a bribe as kola nut softens 
the criminal label and places the act inside a familiar communal performance. It becomes part of a cultural 
script that values hospitality and collective recognition. Other scenes reinforce this sense of performance. 
The driver’s mate negotiates with policemen as if he is following a routine he has practiced many times. 
The policemen refuse money when Obi is watching, then accept it once he turns away. Their movements 
resemble a dance with steps everyone understands. The customs officer at the port uses a tone and posture 
that reveal long experience. These moments show how corruption is shaped by habit and social 
understanding. Officials discuss bribes with a mix of seriousness and amusement. Some take pride in being 
considered gentlemen who accept money but still complete their tasks. Others treat bribery as a sign of 
maturity. When Obi is arrested for accepting twenty pounds, one member of the Union says he should have 
let his houseboy collect the money. This advice reveals how corruption develops its own etiquette. There 
are preferred methods, preferred intermediaries, and preferred ways of avoiding shame. 

This aestheticization does not make corruption admirable. It shows how deeply it has settled into the 
culture. People use proverbs, jokes, and stories because these forms help them live with a system that 
feels impossible to change. Corruption becomes a shared language that expresses frustration, resignation, 
and creativity at the same time. The story invites readers to see how wrongdoing can acquire a recognizable 
style once it becomes woven into daily life, and how that style can make it harder to confront. 

 
DISCUSSION QUESTIONS 

1. How does Obi’s experience studying abroad shape his identity and influence the choices he makes 
upon his return to Nigeria? 

2. In what ways does Clara’s osu status highlight the tension between tradition and modernity? 
3. How does Achebe portray corruption in the civil service, and why does Obi ultimately become part 

of the system he initially rejects? 



4. How do the expectations Obi’s family and the Umuofia Progressive Union place on him contribute 
to his downfall? 

5. How does No Longer at Ease portray education as both a pathway to hope and a source of 
disillusionment? 

6. How does the novel reflect the social and cultural challenges of Nigeria’s transition from colonial 
rule to independence? 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 


