
Potential Essay Prompts for Things Fall Apart 
 

Many plays and novels use contrasting places (for example, two countries, two cities or towns, 

two houses, or the land and the sea) to represent opposed forces or ideas that are central to the 

meaning of the work. Choose a novel or play that contrasts two such places. Write an essay 

explaining how the places differ, what each place represents, and how their contrast contributes 

to the meaning of the work as a whole. 

 

Novels and plays often include scenes of weddings, funerals, parties, and other social occasions. 

Such scenes may reveal the values of the characters and the society in which they live. Select a 

novel or play that includes such a scene and, in a focused essay, discuss the contribution the 

scene makes to the meaning of the work as a whole. 

 

According to critic Northrop Frye, “[t]ragic heroes are so much the highest points in their human 

landscape that they seem the inevitable conductors of the power about them, great trees more 

likely to be struck by lightning than a clump of grass. Conductors may of course be instruments 

as well as victims of the divisive lightning.” Select a novel or play in which a tragic figure 

functions as an instrument of the suffering of others. Then write an essay in which you explain how 

the suffering brought upon others by that figure contributes to the meaning of the work as a 

whole. 

 

A symbol is an object, action, or event that represents something or that creates a range of 

associations beyond itself. In literary works a symbol can express an idea, clarify meaning, or 

enlarge literal meaning. Select a novel or play and, focusing on one symbol, write an essay 

analyzing how that symbol functions in the work and what it reveals about the meaning of the 

work as a whole. 

 

Palestinian American literary theorist and cultural critic Edward Said has written that “[e]xile is 

strangely compelling to think about but terrible to experience. It is the unhealable rift forced 

between a human being and a native place, between the self and its true home: its essential 

sadness can never be surmounted.” Yet Said has also said that exile can become “a potent, even 

enriching” experience. Select a novel, play, or epic in which a character experiences such a rift 

and becomes cut off from “home,” whether that home is the character’s birthplace, family, 

homeland, or other special place. Then write an essay in which you analyze how the character’s 

experience with exile is both alienating and enriching, and how this experience illuminates the 

meaning of the work as a whole. 

 

In a novel by William Styron, a father tells his son that life “is a search for justice.” Choose a 

character from a novel or play who responds in some significant way to justice or injustice. Then 

write a well-developed essay in which you analyze the character’s understanding of justice, the 

degree to which the character’s search for justice is successful, and the significance of this search 

for the meaning of the work as a whole. 

 

It has often been said that what we value can be determined only by what we sacrifice. Consider 

how this statement applies to a character from a novel or play. Select a character that has 

deliberately sacrificed, surrendered, or forfeited something in a way that highlights that 

character’s values. Then write a well-organized essay in which you analyze how the particular 

sacrifice illuminates the character’s values and provides a deeper understanding of the meaning 

of the work as a whole. 


